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President’s Corner

SFAS GENERAL MEETING

Rudy Darling, SFAS President

Postponed until further notice

Winter birding is a fun time of year. First
there are the Christmas Bird Counts (CBC’s)
all over the world between Dec. 14 and Jan. 5
(unfortunately many were cancelled this year
due to the pandemic). The District 10 rice
fields (Woodruff Road area) teem with swans,
geese, ducks, and ibis. Valley wildlife refuges
are packed with waterfowl, cranes, and raptors.
A winter raptor extravaganza can be viewed
in the Sierra Valley where one can see rarer
species like Rough-legged and Ferruginous
Hawks. Flocks of wintering birds descend on
our feeders. Irruptions of northern birds into
the lower 48 states in some years may bring us
rarities like Bohemian Waxwings, Northern
Shrikes, and even a Snowy Owl. But to me one
of the most fun events is the beginning of the
local owl breeding season.
I’ll never forget the first time I heard an owl. It
wasn’t until my first year in college (I didn’t get
out much at night before that). It was a Barred
Owl, easy to identify because of its “Whocooks-for-you, who-cooks-for-you-all?” call
(it’s now the text ringtone on my cell phone). It
wasn’t until the next year that I finally saw one
when I observed a group of crows mobbing
something in a distant tree. I was stoked. I
imagine you have had similar experiences as
well.

Photo by Stephanie Laird

But I didn’t really get into “owling” until the
1990’s. I wanted to find some for the Grass
Valley CBC. I knew by then that one method
birders use to find owls is by playing a
recording of their calls and listening for them
to call back (it must be said that this technique
should be used sparingly to avoid stressing
Continued on page 2...
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the birds). So, I made a cassette tape
of locally-anticipated owl sounds from
the Peterson series vinyl record and
headed out early one CBC morning
with my boom box to find myself an
owl. Imagine my surprise when a
wintering Northern Saw-whet Owl
actually answered my broadcast! I was
hooked. Since then I have spent many
late night and early morning hours
communing with and learning about
local owls.
My favorite local owl is the Northern
Pygmy-Owl, perhaps because they live
in my neighborhood; perhaps because
they are most active at dawn and dusk
(scientists call this “crepuscular”) and
I don’t have to get up early or stay up
late to hear them. I heard them for
years before I realized they were owls.
Their main call is a single toot at 2 –
3 second intervals that can be easily
imitated by whistling. They can be
hard to see unless they fly from one
perch to another. You may also see one
nab a bird at your feeder, as other birds
are its preferred food. They are our
smallest local owls (6.75”), but they
can subdue birds up to the size of a
quail. They nest in tree cavities. Unlike
most nocturnal owls, they hunt by
sight rather than sound. As such they
don’t have the adaptations for night
vision, acute hearing, and silent flight
that most other owls have.
Perhaps the most widespread local owl
is the Great Horned Owl. The peak of
their hoot-a-thon begins in December,
or even earlier in the valley, and works
its way uphill as the season progresses. I
have fond memories of early-morning
CBC owl hunts where we can hear
several of these bulkiest of our local
owls hooting from different directions
just before dawn. Males and females
hoot on different pitches, so one can
tell if there is a pair around, which
helps when one is trying to count
them in the dark. You have probably
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heard their hoots in movies, as they
are commonly used as a rural night
sound effect (huh-HOOO-hoo-hoo).
Once their pair bonds and territories
are established, they may build a nest
of sticks, but often will take over a
hawk, raven, or heron nest for its own.
Like many raptors they start sitting on
their eggs as soon as the first one is
laid. This way the young don’t hatch at
the same time. You may have watched
“raptor cams” online and noticed that
the young are different sizes. This is an
adaption to the uncertainties of food
supply for a top predator. The larger
one gets fed first until it is full, then
the next largest, and so on. If there is
a lot of food, they all get fed. If food
is insufficient, at least one of them, the
largest/first-born, gets to develop to
maturity.
Those of you who live amongst the
foothill oaks may have heard Western
Screech-Owls – a double trill or their
“bouncing ball” song (the tempo of the
hoots speeds up). They normally live
in tree cavities, but will readily use nest
boxes. Their diet includes anything
from rodents to insects. In the right
habitat they can be surprisingly
numerous. One CBC early morning
along a 4-mile stretch of Perimeter
Road we once counted 28 of them in a
couple of hours.
If you live near open areas, you may
have heard the blood-curdling screech
or clicking of a Barn Owl. They can
often be seen at night along the roads
in District 10 rice fields. Like their
name suggests, these monkey-faced
owls often nest in old barns but may
also use large tree cavities or even nest
boxes. They are a farmer’s best friend,
as a family can consume 2,000 – 3,000
rodents during the breeding season.
They hunt while flying low over open
areas, using their acute hearing to
detect rodents below.
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To me, the most exciting owl to
encounter is the Spotted Owl. Their
loud “Hoo … hoo-hoo … hooo” calls
at a distance sound like barking dogs
but up close can raise the hair on the
back of one’s neck. The female’s contact
call sounds like a very loud up-slurring
slide whistle, and both sexes make an
incredible array of loud sounds. They
will nest in broken-off snags, tree
cavities, or the nests of other birds or
squirrels. Their favorite food is flying
squirrels (yes, we do have them) and
any other rodents they can nab. They
are most reliably found in dark forest
above 3000 ft.
I am so glad to have inadvertently
chosen to live where I can encounter
all the above owls except the Barn
Owl from my deck. One memorable
night I heard three species without
having to move a muscle, so I can
relate to SFAS member, Sarah Roeske’s
excitement when she wrote me about
a similar experience at her house in
Newcastle last fall when she heard
Western Screech-Owl, Barn Owl, and
Great Horned Owl over the course of
one weekend. They are out there, so
keep your ears perked up and spend
some time outdoors in the dark. Oh,
maybe take a flashlight so you don’t
end up in a ditch like I did one night
(no presidents were hurt in the writing
of this column).

The Western Screech Owl
Can be surprisingly numerous in suitable
Oak habitat
Photo by Rudy Darling

National Audubon News Report
q Don Rivenes, Conservation Chair Nevada County

Western Water in the New Year Moving forward with urgency for policies that are equitable
and rooted in science.
By National Audubon Society

Western Water in the New Year
Moving forward with urgency for
policies that are equitable and
rooted in science.
By Karyn Stockdale Western Water
Initiative Senior Director
Last year was difficult. And while
2021 presents some optimism for a
better world, the intense challenges we face remain—COVID-19 and
other public health crises, growing
drought and climate change, and
racial injustice. Each of these intersect with water.
More than 90% of climate stress
is experienced through the water
cycle—drought, extreme weather
and flooding, wildfire, and more.
These issues were starkly illustrated in 2020 with the wildfires in
the West and the drying of several
western habitats. Audubon's own
science shows that climate change
is by far the biggest threat to the
birds that we love. We can’t ignore
the relationship between water and
climate—and the dangers climate
change presents to our communities, often in inequitable ways. Solutions to these problems will require
elected officials to catch up to what
most Americans already know: we
need to prioritize our water future
with bold action and funding.
In 2021, our job is to galvanize a
heightened focus on water to ad-

vance solutions that improve the
lives of people and birds in the
West. Our commitment to collaborating with water users, tribes,
farmers, water and land managers,
and other stakeholders allows us to
identify solutions that align habitat protection and restoration with
improved water supplies for communities. And with your support,
we can better protect and restore
the Colorado, Gila, Rio Grande, San
Joaquin, and other rivers in the arid
West as well as unique saline lake
ecosystems such as Great Salt Lake
and the Salton Sea.
The Colorado River Compact was
signed 99 years ago, and the year
ahead kicks off a new round of negotiations about the future of the
river. This moment gives all of us
opportunities to lean into the les-

sons learned from management
of the Colorado River and its water
and bring environmental priorities
forward. Of course, the past two
decades have required more adaptation and mitigation because of
dwindling water resources amidst
long-term drought. As the arid
West continues to deal with climate
change, our laws and management
will need to adapt.
With your advocacy,we can advance
Audubon’s Western Water policy
priorities with considerations for
inclusive and equitable provisions.
We can leverage opportunities for
federal legislation and appropriations to address drought in the
West, WaterSMART improvements,
Farm Bill funding, and more in the
context of declining water flows
due to climate change impacts. We
can advance investments in natural infrastructure and climate resiliency (i.e. floodplain restoration,
natural water storage solutions,
wildfire mitigation programs). We
can improve river health, protect
water quality, and support funding for agencies focused on water
resources and habitats through
state policy improvements. And in
priority areas, we will work on-theground and with partners to protect and restore bird habitat and
improve water flows.

The Spotted Owl - Their calls can be very
exciting
Photo by Rudy Darling
Continued on page 5
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Education Committee Report
q By Jim Groeser

eBirder Michael Hurben was one of
the adventuresome birders that had
a wonderful birding trip (in the Peruvian Amazon) cut short by the global
lockdown due to the spread of the
Covid-19 pandemic. He was forced
to sit in a hotel room in Iquitos, Peru
for several days with gloomy prospects for future birding trips.
Stay at home orders were also applied to 90 % of Americans in March
and April. At this time millions of
people were spending more time
observing their gardens and yards.
To the good, media headlines noted
nationwide the gaining popularity
of the " social distancing pastime"
of birdwatching.
Indeed, BIRDWATCHING IS HAVING A MOMENT !, was a statement from CNN.
The Cornell Lab of Ornithology for
Merlin Smart phone app for bird IDing downloading had its largest increase in it's six year history.
Growing birdwatching activity
started a big surge in eBird checklists in April. And birders added
multimedia to their checklists.....a
48% increase in photos and 80% increase in audio recordings uploaded
into Cornell Lab's Macauley Library
wildlife media archive.
In the midst of this global health
crisis many birders discovered the
value of citizen-science tallying of
birds from home. New registrations
for eBird yard lists jumped up 900%.
The eBird project co-leader, Jenna
Curtis states: " Chances are, only
you have direct access to the birds in
your yard, which makes every home
checklist unique and valuable".
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birdbath, and bird friendly plants.
(Much of the above was taken from
the summer 2020 issue of Livingbird, published by Cornell Lab of Ornithology.)

The Northern Pigmy Owl - Our
smallest local owl
Photo by Rudy Darling

Imagine how much valuable information will be gained by the increase in
backyard checklists. Another highlight is the familiarity backyard birders gain, in general, as they ID birds
through the day. The small technicalities really count.
United Kingdom birders have an
annual garden listing competition.
eBird lists were used for this. (the
Brits use the term "gardens" where
Americans say their "yard" surrounds their home).
India also has a bright birding
highlight. India issued a nationwide
Lockdown Birding Challenge. Birders were encouraged to log four 15
minute stationary checklists each
day (along with sound recordings).
India eBirders responded nearly
doubling the 2019 checklists.
So, let this lockdown be an inspiration for birders to explore more
ideas on their properties.
How
about putting out additional features such as: another bird house,
another suet feeder, larger bird seed
feeders, feeders suspended by baling wire to thwart persistent squirrels and bears, a birdbath, or another
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The Cornell Lab is such an important factor in the birding world and
in environmental preservation. Cornell Ornithology is so interesting,
and has such helpful information.....
you might check into it if you haven't
already.
Cornell Lab
159 Sapsucker Woods Rd.
Ithaca, New York 14850
866-989-2473
birds.cornell.edu

Welcome New
Members

Grass Valley:
David Colburn
Auburn:
Tadd Sexton
Annie Manji

Nevada Count Conservation Report - Continued from page 3

For urgent attention to solutions that last, we need diverse and inclusive voices at the table and in decision-making. Audubon has spent
years working to improve our equity, diversity, and inclusion efforts,
and 2020 gave us real urgency to address the disproportionate impacts that Black, Indigenous, and People of Color face, including water
security.
In 2021, Audubon’s Western Water team will better support tribal
communities, when asked for help, because tribes should be able to
actively participate in decisions about water management, ensure
that their water needs are met, and realize the full benefits of their
water rights. And we’ll better evaluate what communities are most
impacted by our conservation actions, and build collaborative partnerships to increase bird habitat and equitable access for people.
Birds connect us. Water is our great unifier too. Join us in taking urgent
local, state, and national actions in the year ahead. Sign up, spread the
word, and stay connected at audubon.org/westernwater.

SFAS Officers, Board
and Committee Chairs
OFFICERS:
Rudy Darling, President
rdarling@sbbmail.com (530) 272-6504
William Hall, Vice President
yardcard@usamedia.tv
Patti DeLuca, Secretary
drpatti27@gmail.com
Don Rivenes, Treasurer
rivenes@sbcglobal.net (530) 477-7502

ELECTED AT LARGE BOARD MEMBERS:
Jim Groeser (2)
redtailh@gmail.com
Dan Stewart (2)
dcstew@hotmail.com
Theresa Thomas (2)
randtthomas@sbcglobal.net
Heath Wakelee (2)
hwakelee@gmail.com
Dale Rubach (1)
rugby7676-birds@yahoo.com
Jane Hall (1)
yardcard@usamedia.tv
Steve Rose (2)

NOMINATING COMMITTEE CHAIR:

Become a
SFAS
Member

Appointed each year

STANDING COMMITTEE CHAIRS:
Don Rivenes, Conservation Chair (Nevada City)
rivenes@sbcglobal.net (530) 477-7502
Jim Groeser, Education Chair (Nevada City)
(530) 913-2240
redtailh@gmail.com

Two levels of membership are available: SFAS
Chapter Membership is $20 annually and includes
a subscription to The Phoebe newsletter and an
invitation to the many chapter activities. Send a
check payable to Sierra Foothills Audubon Society,
P.O. Box 1937, Grass Valley, CA 95945.

Dale Rubach, Field Trip Chair
rugby7676-birds@yahoo.com
Theresa Thomas, Program Chair
randtthomas@sbcglobal.net

SPECIAL COMMITTEE CHAIRS:
Heath Wakelee, Scholarship Chair
hwakelee@gmail.com

An introductory membership to the National
Audubon Society is $20 and includes SFAS Chapter
Membership, subscriptions to the bi-monthly NAS
Audubon Magazine and Phoebe newsletter from
SFAS. Send a check payable to NAS Membership
Department, National Audubon Society, PO Box
97194. Washington, DC 20090-7194. Please write
C1ZC460Z in the memo section of your check. Or
you can join online at www.audubon.org and
click on “JOIN.” For more information contact Dan
Stewart at (530) 265-4677.

Jane Hall, Publicity/Hospitality
yardcard@usamedia.tv
Kate Brennan, Membership
katebrennan6699@gmail.com
Steve Rose, Scientific Grants Committee

OTHER POSITIONS:
Emily Rivenes, Phoebe Publication
phoebe@sierrafoothillsaudubon.org
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The mission of the Sierra Foothills Audubon Society is to educate ourselves and others to the variety and the beauty of our natural environment and to protect our wildlife and natural places

We Miss You!
When was the last meeting of the Sierra Foothills Audubon Society that you attended? It’s been a while
since we were able to meet in person for our educational and informational presentations.
Please join us for a webinar on Zoom, Get Acquainted with our Spring Birds, on May 6, 2021, at 7:00 pm.
Our three speakers will talk about species from bluebirds to orioles to peregrine falcons. They will discuss nesting birds as well as other tidbits of interest about our local birds. The presentation will include
some awesome photographs for your viewing from the comfort of your living room (as if you weren’t
already tired of the comfort of your living room).
This webinar will be approximately one hour with the opportunity to ask questions.
As a SFAS chapter member you will receive access to this event via an email with the zoom link (if we have
your email address). If we do not have your email, please send it to katebrennan6699@gmail.com by April
26th.
We are looking forward to this Spring Event on May 6th, 2021 and hope that you are too!
Theresa Thomas

Program Chairperson
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