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Lister Sinclair 

Good evening. I'm Lister Sinclair, and this is Ideas about 

songbirds. 

 

Michael Bradstreet 

I walked up on the south down. It was dawn, and I could 

hear this tremolo whistling sound. I looked out over the 

bay and, way out there, there was a line of swans coming 

across the bay. They were the first ones I'd ever seen. And, 

I mean, I was just hooked. 

 

Nancy Hilgert de Benavides 

They're beautiful creatures, you know. If I can close my 

eyes and feel I am a bird, it's like flying—it's freedom. So it's 

like there's no borders, there's no limit for a bird. And 

they're so colourful, they sing so much, they transmit so 

many things that make my spirit grow. That's why I have 

always worked with birds. 

 

Ted Parker 

When I was young I can remember being in a car with my 

parents, being in the back seat, driving along a highway and 

seeing a turkey vulture flying low over the highway. Almost 

hit the windshield. And my parents just sat there and didn't 

even comment. You know, to me, it's amazing why 

everyone doesn't look at birds. [laughing] I don't 

understand that. Millions of people play golf and a very 

small percentage of people in society go out and look at 

birds. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

Every fall, along the coast of Maine, blackpoll warblers 

mass for their annual migration. They eat furiously, adding 

fat stores equal to half their normal weight, and watch the 

weather, waiting for the perfect moment to embark on their 

journey. When it comes, they rise like a wave before the 

wind and begin a flight that may last three thousand 

kilometres, and they'll make it without food, water, or rest. 

Four days later, the flock will reach the coast of Venezuela. 

No one knows how many are lost along the way. 

 

The birds that make this epic voyage are only a few 

centimetres long—just a handful of feathers and a song. But 

birds astonish in every way: by their beauty, by their music, 

and their graceful movements, as well as by their feats of 

navigation and endurance. They remind us of senses we've 

lost or never had, telling time without clocks and finding 

their way without map or compass. Over the whole surface 

of the earth flow rivers of birds, making a geography in 

which the Arctic and Amazonia are one country. 

 

The expansion of civilization has been hard on some birds. 

Since 1680, according to David Day's melancholy 

Encyclopedia of Vanished Species, over a hundred and 

twenty bird species have disappeared forever; more are 

currently endangered and even some relatively common 

species are showing marked, long-termed declines in their 

numbers. In Ontario, the Longpoint Bird Observatory 

reports that there are only half as many white-throated 

sparrows and a fifth as many wood thrushes as there were 

when they began counting thirty years ago. 

 

To assess declines like these and investigate the reasons for 

them, an organization called Conservation International 

convened a conference at the Royal Ontario Museum in 

the spring of 1992; they called it "Bring Back the Birds." It 

brought together academics, activists, administrators, and 

field naturalists, interested in bird study and bird 

conservation. Ideas writer David Cayley was at the 

conference and he's drawn on interviews with participants 

to create tonight's program. "River of Birds," by David 

Cayley. 

 

David Cayley 

And what is this? 

 

Regan Goodyear 

This is a ruby-crowned kinglet and it's a female. It doesn't 

have the red crest on its head. If we blow the feathers, we 

can see that—nothing there. They're very tiny little fellows. 

So we'll put her in a bag and she'll go to the banding lab. 

 

David Cayley 

It's an early morning in May and Regan Goodyear has been 

up since before dawn banding birds. She works as a 

volunteer at the Longpoint Bird Observatory, "a magnet for 

migrating songbirds," says its director, Michael Bradstreet. 

 

Michael Bradstreet 

Longpoint is a sandspit that sticks out into the middle of 

Lake Erie. So, because it sticks halfway across the lake, 

when birds are migrating during the night and either 

become disoriented because of cloud cover and see the 

lighthouse at the tip and are attracted to it; or, at dawn, 

when they discover they're out over the middle of a large 

body of water, they gravitate to the nearest point of land; 



RIVER OF BIRDS IDEAS 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 2 

and so it funnels migrants because it's attracting birds from 

over the water from a large area. And at sites like this in 

Europe and in North America, people have set up bird 

observatories to record the migration. 

 

David Cayley 

What have you got here? 

 

Bill McMartin 

That's a white-throated sparrow. It's the white-coloured 

morph of the white-throated sparrow. It's a really 

handsome bird with the black and white on the head and 

the yellow lores in front of the eye. It's a very, very common 

bird that we capture in the nets; I think two days ago we 

had ninety-three that were banded. 

 

David Cayley 

This morning, Bill McMartin and Regan Goodyear are 

patrolling the mist nets that have been set up at strategic 

locations on the point. Other volunteers work at more 

remote stations further out the point and accessible only by 

water. Birds fly into the specially constructed nets and are 

held there safely until they can be disentangled, banded, 

and released. Most of them are just passing through, but 

some species do nest on the point, says Richard Mundy, 

another volunteer, who has come all the way from England 

to work at Longpoint. 

 

Richard Mundy 

The birds singing and calling all around us are mostly 

yellow warblers, which breed here. Some of these birds we 

first banded five or six years ago and we recapture the same 

individuals every year, coming back to the same breeding 

area. I think we caught one yesterday— 

 

Regan Goodyear 

A common yellow-throat. 

 

Richard Mundy 

—A common yellow-throat, which was caught within ten 

minutes of when we caught it last year. So some of them 

have a very strict migration pattern. 

 

Basically, the point of banding them is in the hope that 

they'll be recaught somewhere else or here again in the 

future so that we can recover the band, and it tells us about 

migration movements, where the birds are going, when 

they're going, how quickly they're going, and we can also get 

information about how long they live, how quickly and how 

slowly they put on weight and lose weight on migration. 

 

Michael Bradstreet 

The only way that we can tell how long birds live is through 

this retrapping of banded birds. It's a very slow way to gain 

information because these birds are small and often forest 

birds. When they die with their band on, they're often not 

found. The recovery rate is very low for these small birds, 

so you have to band tens of thousands of them before you 

would ever get a very good record of where they go or 

where they came from. 

 

Richard Mundy 

This hold I'm using for the bird is called the "bander's grip." 

You basically hold the bird between the index finger and 

the next finger, between its head and its body and around 

the neck, and they'll sit there quite happily, gently against 

the palm of your hand, waiting for the whole thing to be 

over. 

 

David Cayley 

How badly do you get pecked? 

 

Richard Mundy 

Well, not very badly from a kinglet. 

 

David Cayley 

The beak looks sharp, though. 

 

Richard Mundy 

Well, I've probably still got the marks from the grosbeak 

that I banded earlier. Some birds can have quite a go at 

you. Actually, the claws on the big birds are usually as 

dangerous as the bill. The grackles and the blackbirds can 

really scratch you quite badly with their claws; they can draw 

blood quite easily. And, obviously, with birds of prey, you 

have to be very careful of the talons. I think Regan had a 

bad experience with a Cooper's Hawk last year. [laughs] 

 

David Cayley 

In the banding lab, the bird's vital statistics are noted and a 

tiny band with a unique number is affixed to the leg. A few 

of the tiniest birds, like hummingbirds, are exempted, 

because there is no band small enough for them. 

 

Richard Mundy 

One of the other things we do is check the fat deposits in a 

cavity in the top of the chest which is the bird's fuel tank. It's 
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where they store fat when ready to migrate. So if you just 

blow the feathers away . . . [blowing] This is actually almost 

empty. There's just a little trace of fat, which means that it's 

going to have to feed up quite a bit before it moves very far. 

 

David Cayley 

And it means that it probably just arrived. 

 

Richard Mundy 

Probably. It's been quite warm and sunny for the last few 

days, so there's been plenty of food around the last few 

days in this area; so, probably, yeah, this bird just arrived 

overnight. Most of these little songbirds are night migrants. 

It's sort of assumed that this has to do with navigation, that 

they use the stars and the moon for navigation. Also, 

migrating at night means that they're much less prone to 

predators, to hawks and things. It's all a bit of a mystery, 

bird migration; no one's quite sure how they do it. 

 

David Cayley 

Why do birds migrate? 

 

Adrian Forsyth 

They migrate in order to take advantage of changing 

ecological conditions. 

 

David Cayley 

This is naturalist Adrian Forsythe, the Canadian president 

of Conservation International. 

 

Adrian Forsythe 

So in the case of our Canadian songbirds, for example, 

many people would say they're really tropical birds. They 

are in the tropics for six or seven months a year, but it's a 

hard place to make a living. There's hundreds of other 

species there all competing for the same food and all of a 

sudden the snow retreats off this vast northern landscape 

and billions and billions of insects begin emerging and you 

have long, long days with light well into the late evening. In 

the tropics it gets dark at six o'clock. You can forage till ten 

o'clock in northern Canada or even up till midnight in the 

Arctic, so birds just fly up to take advantage of that and 

breed like maniacs when they get here. 

 

David Cayley 

How would they ever have discovered it? 

 

Adrian Forsythe 

I think it was probably a gradual thing where, during the ice 

ages, you had everything pushed south, with ice reaching 

well into the United States and all the vegetation below that 

compressed. So you had birds already making shorter 

migrations—for example, migrating up and down mountain 

sides, to take advantage of changes in seasons. 

 

You have to just picture that spread out a little more on a 

flattened landscape. You go a little further north when it's 

warm; and, when the weather's bad, you come a little 

further south. And, as the ice retreats, you just amplify that 

movement as the birds keep moving further and further. 

So long as your flight pays for itself—it only takes a few 

grams of fat to fly many hundreds of kilometres—it pays 

you to migrate. So we have these crazy birds that fly from 

the Arctic to the Plains of Patagonia and back every season. 

 

David Cayley 

Some of these migrations are truly heroic. For the smaller, 

slower birds to do what they do the most exacting 

conditions must be met. For blackpoll warblers to bring off 

their annual, non-stop journey from Maine to Venezuela, 

plumage, fat load, wind conditions, even the bird's 

hormones, must all be perfectly attuned. The bigger birds 

fly more freely and quickly. 

 

Adrian Forsythe 

If birds get a good tailwind, you know—I think there are 

some records where people have known snow geese, for 

example, to lift off from around Churchill or Hudson Bay 

and show up on the Gulf coast of Louisiana about three 

days later. So they can make good progress. I think when 

loons lift off of lakes in eastern Ontario and head for the 

eastern seaboard, they can be down in Chesapeake Bay, 

near Washington, D.C., in a day or so, if they're motoring. 

They're flying forty miles an hour and with a good tailwind 

and going all night long and all day, they make good 

progress. 

 

David Cayley 

What about the little ones, the hummingbirds, the smaller 

warblers? 

 

Adrian Forsythe 

Some people ask, you know, how can a ruby-throat that's 

smaller than a mouse make it all the way down into Mexico 

from eastern Canada? And I've had people ask me in all 

seriousness, is it true they ride down there on the backs of 
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geese? It's not true at all. They fly relatively slowly: the 

smaller the bird, generally, the slower it flies, even though 

they look like they're going like bats out of hell. 

 

But I think that's why people are interested in this 

phenomenon: it just excites the human imagination that 

these small birds can do this. And I think it's a rather 

pathetic image, you know, for a bird that does that and then 

spends five or six months in these jungles full of snakes and 

tarantulas and stuff to work its way back to Canada and find 

that the place where it was hatched is now a clear-cut. You 

know, it's rather a pathetic end result. 

 

David Cayley 

The spring migration is often a more leisurely affair than 

the heroic flights of fall. Migrants filter gradually northwards 

in phase with the leafing out of the forest canopy, marking 

the season as they pass. Birds that have already nested will 

return to the same spot year after year; birds fledged the 

year before will establish new territories, and then sing. 

 

Robert Askins 

Song is essentially a no-trespassing sign to other male 

warblers of the same species, to stay out. 

 

David Cayley 

Robert Askins, chair of zoology at Connecticut College. 

 

Robert Askins 

So, an American redstart will sing. If another male hears it, 

it will stay out of the territory; if it does come on the 

territory, then it will be attacked. The male will approach it, 

threaten it, use both visual threat displays and song and, if 

the intruder doesn't leave, it will attack it. In most cases, the 

resident male wins these fights and drives the other male 

away. 

 

David Cayley 

Males also sing to attract females. They then rear their 

young together and, by fall, the fledglings are ready to 

migrate on their own. Robert Askins has studied the ways 

of hooded warblers. 

 

Robert Askins 

A particular individual is migrating over thousands of miles 

between a particular territory, let's say in southeastern 

Connecticut, and a particular territory in Puerto Rico or the 

Virgin Islands, where it spends the entire winter. And it will 

go back to those same territories again and again. So it's 

pinpoint navigation over thousands of miles from one spot 

in Connecticut to one spot in Puerto Rico. 

 

David Cayley 

And how is that done? 

 

Robert Askins 

There's good evidence that birds have magnetic sensitivity: 

that they have something like an internal compass. They 

also can navigate by the stars. They learn where north is, 

apparently, by looking at the rotation of the night sky, of 

the star patterns around Polaris, the north star. If you raise 

them in a planetarium, with a fixed night sky, they aren't 

able to navigate. Some European species, the old world 

warblers in Europe apparently have a map, a genetically 

determined map, of their migratory route. And you can see 

this with a caged bird: if it can see the night sky, it will orient 

in the migratory direction. 

 

So blackcap warblers in Germany will orient to the 

southwest, which is the way they would normally migrate 

towards Spain; they hop in that direction and they also whir 

their wings as if they were pantomiming the migratory 

journey. After a certain number of days, they suddenly turn 

to the south and, if you calculate what their normal 

migratory speed would be and the number of days it would 

take them to reach Spain, they turn south at just the right 

time to cross the Strait of Gibraltar and travel across the 

Sahara Desert to the West African rainforests and then 

they stop. 

 

David Cayley 

Migrating song birds are a living link between the northern 

temperate zone and the "neo-tropics," as the New World or 

American tropics are sometimes called. They depend on 

intact ecologies in both their summer and their winter 

ranges. 

 

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

North America was extensively deforested and it is likely 

that this substantially reduced bird populations and made 

the availability of nesting habitat the main limit on songbird 

numbers. But, recently, the balance has shifted. In North 

America, marginal lands once cleared and settled are now 

returning to forest, while the tropics have been undergoing 

what ecologist John Terborgh calls "a spasm of 

exploitation." 
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In almost every country where migrants winter, from 

Mexico to Costa Rica to the Caribbean, huge areas of forest 

have been converted to pastures and plantations. Some 

countries, like Haiti and El Salvador, have virtually no 

forests left. So when declines in songbird populations 

began to be noticed, says Robert Askins, it was logical to 

suppose that tropical deforestation must be the culprit. 

 

Robert Askins 

In the 1960s and 1970s, it became obvious that a lot of 

species of migratory birds were declining in many parts of 

eastern North America at scattered localities, where there 

had been long-term censuses. And the same species were 

involved in one site after another. Species like red-eyed 

vireo, black-and-white warbler, ovenbird, hooded warbler, 

declined in areas as scattered as Wisconsin, Connecticut, 

northern New Jersey, Washington, D.C. and Georgia. 

 

The first interpretation was that this was probably due to 

winter-habitat destruction, because it was becoming obvious 

that the winter habitat of these birds was tropical forest and 

everybody knew that tropical forests had been disappearing 

at a very rapid rate since the late 1940s and early 1950s. So 

the two trends fit together very nicely. It seemed like a 

logical correlation. 

 

But then, when people looked at population trends in large 

forests, they didn't see this catastrophic decline. At some 

sites, populations had declined; at other sites they had 

actually increased; at still other sites there had been no 

consistent change in populations of migratory birds. 

 

And another hypothesis gained support: that the declines in 

small forests—where most of the original breeding bird 

censuses had been done—were due to forest fragmentation. 

Destruction of forests in the breeding areas, had left only 

small remnant patches, and these remnant patches do not 

constitute suitable breeding habitat for a large number of 

migratory birds. 

 

David Cayley 

Robert Askins himself did one of the main studies which 

showed that fragmented forests make poor breeding habitat 

for certain birds and which gave evidence as to why this 

might be so. 

 

Robert Askins 

Small forests seem to be a hostile environment for many 

species of migratory forest birds. A lot of the migratory 

species nest on or near the ground; they have open-cup 

nests. In small forests, even the interior of the forest is close 

to the forest edge, so predators can easily penetrate. 

Predators are especially abundant along the periphery of 

the forest. They penetrate into the forest for a hundred or 

two hundred metres, and they're very good at locating the 

nests of forest birds. So a small forest will have no core area 

that's protected from these predators. The entire forest will 

be within two hundred metres of the edge and so it will be 

subjected to high rates of predation. 

 

David Cayley 

Who preys on song birds? 

 

Robert Askins 

Adult song birds are primarily taken by hawks, but the 

main concern here is not predation on the adults, it's 

predation on the eggs and young. The nests are the 

vulnerable part of the life cycle of these birds and predators 

can penetrate from the forest edge and feed on the eggs 

and nestlings. 

 

David Cayley 

And who would they be? 

 

Robert Askins 

Raccoons, possums, skunks, feral cats; also domesticated 

cats and dogs are a problem in suburban areas. 

 

David Cayley 

What are feral cats? 

 

 

Robert Askins 

Cats that have gone wild. 

 

David Cayley 

And other birds as well? 

 

Robert Askins 

There are some birds that prey upon eggs and 

nestlings—blue jays, American crows, common 

grackles—and it happens that those species are especially 

abundant along forest edges, just as raccoons are. So, again, 

if you have a small forest, you have an exceptionally high 

density of these avian predators. A study in Wisconsin 
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showed that within a hundred metres of the forest edge 

nest success rates were only about eighteen per cent; 

beyond two hundred metres into the forest, in the forest 

core, nest success rates were as high as seventy-nine per 

cent. 

 

David Cayley 

What about parasitism, how serious is that? 

 

Robert Askins 

Brownheaded cowbirds are nest parasites: they lay their 

eggs in the nests of other birds. As a consequence, the host 

parents usually don't produce any of their own young, 

because the cowbird young monopolize the food. Cowbird, 

as it happens, is another species that's very common along 

forest edges. 

 

David Cayley 

Are cowbirds called cowbirds because they follow cattle? 

 

Robert Askins 

Cowbirds are associated with cattle. They follow cattle and 

feed on insects that the cattle stir up. They're also 

associated with feed lots and they feed on the waste grain 

associated with feed lots. Originally, cowbirds followed the 

bison herds in the great plains; they weren't found in 

eastern North America. They were probably well-adapted 

for following migratory bison because they lay their eggs in 

the nests of other birds, so they aren't tied to a particular 

place for several weeks during the breeding season: they 

can leave their eggs behind and continue to follow the 

bison herd. 

 

With the opening up of the eastern United States to 

agriculture, cowbirds were able to spread eastward. They're 

a special problem for eastern birds because eastern birds 

have not evolved with cowbirds and they don't have some 

of the protective mechanisms that birds in the great plains 

do. Many of the species in the great plains will roll cowbird 

eggs out of the nest, or will abandon the nest if it's 

parasitized. Some species, such as the yellow warbler, will 

even build another nest on top of the original nest, covering 

up the cowbird egg, and they'll lay a new brood. 

Occasionally, you'll find a stack of three or four or five 

yellow warbler nests, one on top of the other. 

 

David Cayley 

In one season this happens three or four times? 

 

Robert Askins 

Right. So it's a crude protection against cowbirds, but it's 

better than no protection at all. And most of the forest 

warblers have no protection. 

 

David Cayley 

If there's a nestling in their nest, they rear it. 

 

Robert Askins 

If there's an open mouth, they put an insect into it, 

basically. 

 

David Cayley 

And the cowbird's mouth is always bigger. 

 

Robert Askins 

That's right. The cowbird's mouth is considerably bigger. 

Cowbirds are larger than the parents by the time they 

fledge. So you see this giant cowbird next to a five- or 

six-inch warbler and the warbler parent is feeding it. 

 

David Cayley 

Assessing the health of bird populations is often a tricky 

business. As Robert Askins just pointed out, some of the 

species reported as declining at suburban locations in the 

U.S. actually turned out to be increasing when the area of 

study was expanded. Most populations are naturally in a 

state of flux and historical norms against which to compare 

current censuses are almost entirely lacking. Migration 

compounds the difficulties of study: birds well-known in 

their summer ranges may be entirely unknown in their 

wintering grounds; and on top of that, every method of 

census has its inherent drawbacks and limitations. 

 

Nevertheless, birds have been counted for a long time. The 

first systematic effort was the Audubon Society's annual 

Christmas bird count, begun at the turn of the century. In 

the thirties and forties, more scientific censuses of breeding 

birds were started here and there in the U.S. From these 

came the initial alarm about songbird declines, which 

Robert Askins just spoke about. 

 

Then, in the 1960s, a more comprehensive Breeding Bird 

Survey was initiated in both Canada and the U.S. By 1970, 

this involved random roadside sampling of bird 

populations on more than two hundred routes all across 

the country during breeding season. Allowing for the bias 

inherent in sampling only within sight or hearing of 
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roadsides, the Breeding Bird Survey can now show 

population trends over a period of twenty years or more. 

 

Erica Dunn coordinates a monitoring program called 

Project Feeder Watch for the Longpoint Bird Observatory 

and the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology. At 

Conservation International's Bring Back the Birds 

Conference, she presented the results of the latest 

tabulation of Breeding Bird Survey data. 

 

Erica Dunn 

There was a study that came out that showed that 

neo-tropical migrants—those birds that winter in the 

neo-tropics but breed in North America—were declining as 

a group over the 1980s, and this caused a lot of concern. 

But, when you look at those same species over the entire 

twenty-five-year period for which we have data, most of 

them are not declining. A few species are, like cerulean 

warbler and prairie warbler, but when you look at the 

whole mass of songbirds as a group, there are no more 

species declining than there are increasing, so we're not 

losing bird populations wholesale. 

 

Certain groups are going down more than you'd expect by 

chance. These include species that nest in grasslands and in 

scrub habitat. We tend to think there's lots of scrub around 

and perhaps lots of grassland, but in fact there's a lot of 

reforestation in eastern North America and these habitats 

are being lost as agricultural land grows back to forest. 

Probably increased suburbanization and urban sprawl is 

having an effect as well. And certain species groups are 

declining, such as sparrows and thrashers, including the 

familiar brown thrasher and grey catbird. 

 

Within every group that you look at, whether you define it 

by species or nesting habitat or where they migrate, there 

are some birds that are going down, and we need to sort 

out which those species are and focus our attention on 

them, and do the research that's necessary to find out why 

they're declining. I don't think we're going to find easy 

answers. Every species has its own ecology and it may have 

different reasons driving its population changes, even 

compared to its close relatives. 

 

David Cayley 

Very little of this more focused study of declining species 

and groups of species has yet been undertaken. But Erica 

Dunn knows where she would like to begin. 

 

Erica Dunn 

For a major group that's declining, like the thrashers, one of 

the first things that I would do is try to get together the data 

on change in habitat availability. We immediately think that 

that must be the cause; since these are scrub-nesting birds, 

it must be that there isn't as much habitat. 

 

David Cayley 

What's scrub-nesting? 

 

Erica Dunn 

Not forest and not grassland. It's all the in-between stages, 

where you have a lot of bushes growing up but it's not 

well-forested yet, and hedgerows. You could look at areas 

where there is scrub and see whether the species is 

declining in that particular area even though the habitat is 

available. 

 

If habitat availability isn't the problem, then you have to go 

back to the drawing board and look at the factors that cause 

increase (that is, reproductive rate), and all the factors that 

cause decrease (that is, mortality) at all stages of the 

lifecycle, and try to figure out which of those factors is most 

responsible for the decline. 

 

David Cayley 

Another measure of bird populations is provided by 

migration counts. At the Longpoint Bird Observatory, 

monitoring has gone on continuously since 1961. In the 

past, says Longpoint director Michael Bradstreet, this data 

has not been considered reliable, both because migrations 

occur across such a broad front and because they're so 

influenced by the weather. But now, he says, he and his 

colleagues know how to allow for these factors. 

 

Michael Bradstreet 

If there should on this date be seventy-five white-throated 

sparrows hopping around this woods we're sitting in, we 

now know that because the wind is from the southwest at 

ten miles per hour and because we had clear visibility and 

because the moon is in a certain phase, we can modify our 

expectation for date by those weather factors. Then, we 

crunch it all down into an index number for that bird 

species relative to the numbers in 1960, which was the first 

year of study. 
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In 1960 we arbitrarily gave them a hundred; whatever was 

there we gave a hundred to. So, if this year whitethroats 

were a hundred and twenty-eight, we would conclude that 

they'd increased twenty-eight per cent over the 1960 value. 

Unfortunately, they're not: they're about fifty per cent of 

what they were in the early 1960s. So these indices, if 

they're computed every year, start to give you indications of 

change and patterns of change. 

 

David Cayley 

Predictably, Longpoint's data show the populations of most 

species rising and falling in regular cycles. But the 

observatory's thirty-year records also show twelve species in 

persistent decline over the whole study period. This group 

includes four species of thrush, as well as veery, grey 

catbird, Nashville warbler, ovenbird, rose-breasted 

grosbeak, brown thrasher, rufous-sided towhee, and 

white-throated sparrow. These could be species with longer 

cycles, but that becomes unlikelier each year. The species 

in most dramatic decline is the wood thrush, which is now 

only nineteen per cent as numerous as it was in 1961. 

 

What can be done for these species is not always clear. 

Knowing they're declining is not the same thing as knowing 

why. The trouble might be tropical deforestation, or 

fragmentation of breeding areas, or, says Michael 

Bradstreet, it might occur en route. 

 

Michael Bradstreet 

As Longpoint demonstrates, these birds need stopping 

areas on their migration routes. Migration is an incredible 

phenomenon. I mean, this little ovenbird is flying across 

Lake Erie. That's a feat in itself. It's also probably flying 

across the Gulf of Mexico. So when they finish such a 

flight, they need to refuel; they need places to stop and eat. 

Well, if all the coastal islands on the north shore of the 

Gulf of Mexico get turned into condos and beaches, and 

the coastal zone of the Great Lakes gets turned into cities 

and industrial areas, there are fewer and fewer areas for 

these birds to stop and replenish themselves. So, they're 

getting it on the wintering grounds, they're getting it on 

migration, and they're getting it in the tropics, where some 

of them winter, or the southeastern U.S., where the rest of 

them winter, through deforestation. 

 

David Cayley 

Migrant songbirds lead double lives and may have 

completely different ecologies summer and winter. Birds 

which eat insects during the breeding season may live on 

fruits or nectar in their winter ranges. Female hooded 

warblers spend their summers in the deep woods but 

winter in scrub habitats. Eastern kingbirds are territorial in 

summer but form flocks in the winter. Often, little is 

known about the ecology of migrants in their southern 

ranges. Some birds winter in a restricted area, where they 

are relatively easy to find, but others fan out over immense 

distances and are lost in a sea of resident species; in a few 

cases, even where they winter is not confidently known. 

 

Ted Parker is a specialist in tropical birds and a member of 

Conservation International's rapid-assessment team, a 

group of scientists who make quick biological inventories in 

order to establish conservation priorities in tropical 

America. He says that the study of migrant songbirds in the 

tropics is still in its infancy. 

 

Ted Parker 

Unfortunately, most of us who've been working in Upper 

Amazonia—in this case it's unfortunate—have been focusing 

on the resident birds. We're still discovering birds 

unknown to science. In Peru alone over the last twenty-five 

years we've found nearly thirty species new to science. 

We're finding new genera. 

 

So we've been trying to figure out their geographic ranges, 

elevational ranges, habitat preferences, and we've been 

overwhelmed by all that. Now there's more interest in 

neo-tropical migrants and learning about where our birds 

go, and we're being asked by colleagues more and more to 

help piece together the distributional information on those 

species, but there's very, very little information. 

 

I don't know anyone, for example, of all of these hundreds 

of people working in North America, who's actually made 

an attempt to fly to Manaus, Brazil, to spend a few months 

to figure out where veeries are. Somewhere south of the 

Amazon is probably the core of their winter range, but 

someone's going to have to go and make an arduous trip 

up one of these rivers and stop at a number of places and 

actually find out, first, what the habitat is—whether they live 

in river-edge forest or upland forest—and then begin to try 

to get a feel for abundance in these different places. That's 

a big job. 

 

Brent Bailey 

I was recently at a hotel with Ted Parker in Santa Cruz, 

Bolivia, and he looked up and said, "There goes a migrating 

flock of eastern kingbirds. It's October. Nobody has ever 



IDEAS RIVER OF BIRDS 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 9 

seen them this far south at this time of year. First 

occurrence." 

 

David Cayley 

Brent Bailey of Conservation International is a colleague of 

Ted Parker's. 

 

Brent Bailey 

And during the two hours that we were at the hotel, we 

looked up and flocks and flocks of eastern kingbirds were 

passing over. He said, "This isn't in the literature. No one 

has known this." I was with Ted in another place and he 

said, "Oh! Listen!" I heard the sound, and he said, that's—I 

can't remember what the name was, it was some kind of a 

flycatcher—he said, "I've never heard it before." And I said, 

"Well, how can you know what it is if you've never heard it 

before?" 

 

He said, "Because I know all the others." 

 

Ted Parker 

We have no idea where chimney swifts winter. It's one of 

the more common species in eastern North America. And 

we're talking about the decline of grey-cheeked thrushes 

and veeries and yet, we really only have a very vague idea of 

where they're spending the winter. 

 

David Cayley 

As far as you know no one has ever seen a chimney swift in 

its winter range? 

 

Ted Parker 

There are records. Most people are saying that they winter 

in the Amazonian lowlands of eastern Peru, but that's based 

on maybe five sight records. Actually, the only solid 

evidence we have of chimney swifts wintering in the 

Amazon basin is of a bird that was banded in Tennessee, I 

believe, that an Amerindian in northern Peru found 

somehow. Maybe he killed the bird for food and found this 

band on its leg, gave the band to a missionary, and the 

missionary was interested in birds and it ended up back in 

the hands of someone in the Fish & Wildlife Service. That 

was the first evidence that we had for chimney swifts 

wintering in the Amazon. It's a pretty strange story. 

 

David Cayley 

Knowledge of the winter ecology of migrants may be 

patchy, but Ted Parker does not think that this excuses 

inaction on conservation issues. Often, he says, the 

problems are plain enough. 

 

Ted Parker 

Everyone is trying to figure out if there are declines and 

why there are declines; but, in the case of grey-cheeked 

thrush, for example, we know that they breed in boreal 

forests, from Siberia across into northeastern Canada, and 

they winter in the Amazon basin. We have good 

information that they winter from southern Venezuela 

south to northeastern Peru and northwestern Brazil. 

 

Okay, that winter range has not been affected by 

development. We have satellite photographs; you can sit 

down and in ten minutes see all the satellite images from 

that part of Amazonia. I would say ninety-nine per cent of 

the forest within that geographic area is undisturbed. The 

breeding habitat has to be largely undisturbed because it's 

well north in Canada, up through Alaska. 

 

That means that, if there is a decline—which there's good 

evidence for—it has to have something to do with what's 

happening on the migratory route. And that's not surprising 

at all, because of the ongoing urbanization of the eastern 

United States, destruction of coastal woodlands along the 

Gulf coast of the United States. You know, for people to 

say to me, what could it be? really amazes me because it's 

obvious what it is. 

 

And there are other situations, like the rapid decline of the 

wood thrush, which almost certainly has something to 

do—this is the opposite situation—with deforestation from 

southern Mexico to Nicaragua, because you can look at 

satellite photographs and see that we've lost probably more 

than half of all existing forests between 1960 and the 

present. 

 

David Cayley 

Ted Parker's assertion that deforestation in Central 

America is responsible for the decline of wood thrushes is 

a logical inference from facts that are already known. To 

prove it would probably be impossible, at least before it was 

too late, and would, in any event, be well beyond the 

resources of the relative handful of people engaged in 

scientific study of songbirds. 

 

Migrants, anyway, are only a tiny proportion of all tropical 

birds. Except in a few special cases, they share habitat with 
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hundreds, even thousands, of resident and endemic 

species. This means that usually they flag larger 

conservation issues, rather than being at the centre of them 

themselves. Many forests used by migrants are currently 

under intense pressure throughout the Caribbean and 

South and Central America, though vast wildernesses do 

still exist. 

 

Nancy Hilgert de Benavides is from Ecuador, the winter 

destination of blackburnian warblers, olive-sided 

flycatchers, and summer tanagers, among others. She 

directs the Ecuadorian Council on Bird Study and 

Conservation. 

 

Nancy Hilgert de Benavides 

It's very sad for me to say that if you go to a natural forest, 

maybe in July of this year, next year in July you will not find 

the forest anymore because of the timber production. They 

are logging it to make the boxes in which bananas are 

exported, and also for agricultural purposes and for cattle 

ranching too. 

 

The legal protection of the forest is not as strong as the 

economic necessity of the country. We have to enforce the 

law but we are not strong, we are a very light power, very 

light, and we need to get people with power, with real 

power, together with us. We need to encourage them and 

let them know if they don't help us, we're not going to 

last—not only we, they—their children, their grandchildren, 

they're not going to last. 

 

The problem that we're facing with the destruction of our 

environment is a problem for everybody. It's not that we're 

going to the local people to help them in their poverty. No, 

it's our problem if they are poor because they are going to 

destroy the forest that we all need to breathe. All the 

biodiversity is there. So we have to save it because it's our 

common treasure. 

 

David Cayley 

Finding ways of saving tropical forests is a major part of the 

work being done by Conservation International. It involves 

promoting the sustainable use of forests, as well as 

identifying priorities for complete conservation. Adrian 

Forsyth is Conservation International's Canadian president. 

 

Adrian Forsyth 

We recognize that you can't really preserve tropical forests 

without addressing the needs of the tropical people who 

control the fate of that forest. So, for example, we're 

working on biosphere reserves with Mayan people in 

Guatamala, Belize and Mexico, that attempt to raise the 

income of people by extracting products from the forest, 

whether it's chicle gum or palm fibre, or whatever, so that 

people get some benefit out of the forest and will be 

inclined to maintain the forest. We can do that over large 

areas. And it preserves habitat not just for songbirds but for 

people, for watersheds, and for all the wildlife that's there. 

So we're trying to look at new approaches. 

 

Governments there of course are interested in border 

stability, so we can work on peace parks—for example, a 

cross-border park between Panama and Costa Rica. A large 

part of the problem in conservation is getting a government 

to see that conservation is relevant to their national interest. 

Why should they spend money on something like this? 

Well, having a cooperative relationship across the border 

between two countries is very attractive. And so we're doing 

that in Panama and Costa Rica with the Amistad reserve, 

which is a huge area and the government is willing to 

commit a huge area. Biologically, it doubles the 

effectiveness of a park, because of the fragmented-forest 

phenomenon we discussed earlier. So both countries may 

be committing, oh, five per cent of their surface area to a 

park, but if you put those two parks together in one 

continuous piece, you have a huge area of land, which is 

biologically large enough to support things like harpy eagles 

or jaguars, or whatever, that just wouldn't survive in a forest 

fragment. So it's a much better way to do conservation. 

 

David Cayley 

Aside from parks, forest conservation largely depends on 

there being economically viable alternatives to cutting the 

forest down. Conservation International has worked on 

developing sustainable uses for the standing forest and has 

had some initial success. Brent Bailey is coordinator of 

biological programs in Conservation International's 

Washington office. 

 

Brent Bailey 

In northwestern Ecuador, there's a community called 

Esmeraldas, whose land has been targeted for banana 

plantations by outside interests. What the community was 

interested in doing was looking for alternatives to cutting 

the forest and planting a mono-culture of bananas. Prior to 

the Second World War, one of the materials that came 

from tropical forests that was very often used in the 

garment industry was a material that is called tagua. It 
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comes from a palm tree: the nut of the palm tree produces 

a very hard, white material that is very much like ivory; it's 

vegetable ivory. Tagua was exported from this community 

in Ecuador to Italy, to the United States, and to button 

manufacturers worldwide. Later plastics replaced tagua. 

 

We looked into the industry as it had existed before and 

decided that we would try, as a "green" type of activity, as an 

environmental marketing activity, to breathe some life back 

into the tagua trade, to see if it could be done. We found 

that international markets were very receptive to products 

that had been harvested sustainably from tropical forests. 

We worked with the community and tagua has taken off. 

In a lot of magazines now, you'll see that mail-order houses 

advertise tagua as one of the products that's on their 

garments. 

 

The community has begun to organize itself, and they feel 

like they have some breathing space, that they don't need to 

cut their forest, they don't need to look for short-term cash. 

They have a viable export product that they can manage 

sustainably over the long haul. 

 

David Cayley 

The well-being of songbirds in Canada also depends on 

forest conservation, and particularly on the existence of 

large tracts of continuous forest. Some birds thrive in 

disturbed environments, but, for forest birds, it is clearly 

the case that one large conservation area is better than 

several small ones, and compact human settlements are 

preferable to endless suburban sprawl. 

 

Conservation also depends on accurate information, and to 

this end, Michael Bradstreet of the Longpoint Bird 

Observatory would like to see operations like his 

established across the country to keep better track of 

migrating birds. 

 

Michael Bradstreet 

Canada is a huge country and to think that we're 

monitoring Canada's populations from this tiny point on 

the north shore of Lake Erie is silly. So what I would like to 

see is a network of stations like Longpoint at various sites 

across the country. Interestingly, as you've observed today, 

people love to do this. People leave their spouses to do it, 

people quit their jobs to do it, people take a break after 

school to do it; and, if you can create a centre where 

volunteers can participate in this kind of activity, you can 

actually do this without spending a lot of money. 

 

Now, we're actually seriously developing this network. 

There are either banding stations or groups of likeminded 

people, or other bird observatories, established in several 

other places now: St. Andrew's, New Brunswick; Prince 

Edward Point near Kingston; at Thunder Cape, next to 

Thunder Bay. There are people banding birds at Delta, 

Manitoba; and Last Mountain Lake in Saskatchewan; at 

Beaver Hill Lake, which is outside of Edmonton; and 

there's an interested group of people—although it's an 

earlier stage in its development—on the Queen Charlottes, 

at Rose Spit. 

 

Now, if we could just get those stations functioning with 

volunteers collecting data that can be used in a 

data-management and statistical analysis package that we've 

already developed, we would start to get a fairly reasonable 

picture of migration across the width of Canada as the birds 

are going north and south. 

 

David Cayley 

Whether these migrants prosper often depends on patterns 

of land-use well beyond the control of the individual. 

Sometimes it's even difficult to know why a species is in 

trouble. But Michael Bradstreet believes, nonetheless, that 

almost everyone can play some part in creating an 

environment hospitable to birds. 

 

Michael Bradstreet 

That can be done with urban plantings, with schoolyard 

plantings of species that are good for wildlife. It's a very 

diffuse approach, but these birds migrate across very broad 

fronts. If a Canada warbler arrives in Brighton and 

Presqu'isle Park is there, it will use Presqu'isle Park; but if 

Presqu'isle Park has never been established and what you 

have instead is an industrial site, then there's no habitat for 

that bird. 

 

So in the east end of Toronto what you have to do is 

encourage people to protect those ravines, and make sure 

that property owners are encouraged to plant their 

backyards. We don't need more thousands of hectares in 

chemically-controlled lawns; what we need are little shrubby 

areas in urban areas that landowners can create in their 

backyards. Schoolyards, when you think about it, are just 
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moon-like, and they don't need to be—they could be turned 

into quite good wildlife habitat on a small scale. 

 

When you're trying to deal with environmental problems 

that are big, just about the only thing worth doing is 

something that can be done by hundreds and thousands 

and tens of thousands of people. I mean, that's where you 

start to get in aggregate, a solution to the problem. 

 

Ted Parker 

It's just everything: it's the beauty of the flight, the 

uniqueness of every species, the fact that there are, you 

know, forty, fifty different species of warblers coming 

through, certainly thirty passing through an area in the 

spring—everyone is completely different. You know, they're 

like jewels: the colour, the movements—everything! You 

know, to me, it's amazing why everyone doesn't look at 

birds. I don't understand that. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

On Ideas tonight, you've been listening to "River of Birds," 

prepared and presented by David Cayley. Production 

assistants: Gail Brownell and Faye Macpherson; technical 

production by Lorne Tulk. Thanks to Conservation 

International and the Longpoint Bird Observatory for their 

generous help in the preparation of this program. A 

collection of some of David Cayley's earlier Ideas programs 

on ecology is available in book form from James Lorimer 

& Company; the book is called The Age of Ecology and it's 

available in book stores across Canada. The executive 

producer of Ideas is Bernie Lucht. 

 

Transcription by Hedy Muysson. 


