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Growing up in New England, I knew 
winter as not only the season of snow, 
but the season of bird feeding to help 
the winter visitors survive the blizzards 
and cold snaps. We would get Tree 
and Field Sparrows, Tufted Titmice, 
nuthatches, Northern Cardinals, and 
Blue Jays, among others. Here in Nevada 
County at 3000 ft. elevation, I have the 
opposite experience and only get a few 
visitors at the feeder in winter. Peak 
feeding season starts with the return 
of the Black- headed Grosbeaks in 
April and continues non-stop through 
the summer. However, this winter my 
feeders were descended upon by a flock 
of Pine Siskins. Not long after that I saw 
notices of a salmonella outbreak among 
finches, especially Pine Siskins, and 
received several e-mail queries from 
SFAS members about dead siskins, 
goldfinches and House Finches. There 
was even discussion of it in our local 
newspaper. I hope you all got the 
word and took your feeders down and 
cleaned and disinfected them before 
putting them back up after several 
weeks; another good reason to follow 
list-serves like sierra-nevada-birds and 
central-valley-birds.

Anyway, as of this writing (April 15) my 
feeders are back up and the springtime 
contingent of resident species is back at 
it – Lesser Goldfinches, Purple Finches, 
Band-tailed Pigeons, Mourning Doves, 
Red-breasted Nuthatches, Steller’s Jays,

Spotted Towhees, and Chestnut-backed 
Chickadees. Meanwhile, back in New 
England, spring was when the snow 
melted and mud started. Sap started 
rising in the trees, and it felt like in me 
as well. I could hardly wait for winter 
to be over because May was birding 
extravaganza time when the massive 
wave of migrants passed through, 
especially the large number of warbler 
species heading up to the boreal forest. 
It is something to behold. I hope you 
get a chance to experience it sometime. 
If you want to be really wowed, go to 
High Island, Texas or Point Pelee or 
Cape May or McGee Marsh, Ohio. But 
just about anywhere can be exciting, 
even Central Park in New York City 
(for many reasons other than birding). 
Around here there may be mud, but not

 so much in this year of drought. Snow? 
We have had it as late as June 2 here at 
3000 ft., but the old-timers have told me 
that there is much less of it than there 
was even back in the 1950’s and 60’s. 
Besides, it only lasts a few days before 
it is gone; nothing like in New England.

Here at my house, bird spring is mainly 
the re-appearance of local breeders 
and the occasional migrant. Migration 
is much more prominent down in 
the valley or lower in the foothills. I 
know spring is just around the corner 
when local year-round residents begin 
sounding off in earnest. The Pacific 
Wren starts singing its incredibly long 
frenetic song as early as February 
down by the creek. Its song earns it 
the nickname of “energizer wren” – 
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At 3000' Pacific Wrens may begin singing in February 
Photo by Rudy Darling



“it just keeps going and going and 
going.” Hutton’s Vireos may sing all 
winter, but the pace really picks up 
in March. These non-descript birds 
can easily be mistaken for Ruby-
crowned Kinglets by sight, but their 
songs are totally different. Listen for 
their repetitive two-syllable songs, 
either rising or descending slurs, 
often with a hoarse quality. The local 
pair of Red-shouldered Hawks accost 
the neighborhood with their loud, 
raspy, repetitive “keeyuur, keeyuur …” 
The chickadees and nuthatches start 
checking out nest boxes and the juncos 
begin trilling in March. About the end 
of March, or like this year, not until 
the beginning of April, the Orange-
crowned Warblers return and add their 
similar songs to the mix. They can be 
told from the juncos by the fact that 
their trills seem to run out of steam, 
usually dropping in pitch and energy 
at the end. At my house the next to 
arrive is the Pacific-slope Flycatcher. 
I hear their “taxi-hailing” whistle in 
the woods, and I know spring has 
arrived. Somewhere in there, a Rufous 
or Calliope Hummingbird will show 
up at the Anna’s feeder while passing 
through to points north or uphill. 
Spring is in full swing when the Black-
headed Grosbeaks first appear at the 
feeders later in April. Gradually all 
the local regulars reappear as if by 
magic – they are not there one day 
and the next day the soundscape 
is filled with the songs of Cassin’s 
Vireo, Nashville Warbler, Hermit 
Warbler, MacGillivray’s Warbler, 
Brown- headed Cowbirds (grrr), and 
Western Tanager. Last to arrive are 
Western Wood-Peewees and Olive-
sided Flycatchers, usually by mid-to-
late May. I still get a thrill whenever I 
hear the latter request, “Quick, three 
beers!”, one of the first songs I learned 
as a teenager. By late June the forest is 
much quieter but there are some new 
sounds – unrecognizable utterances of 
fledglings of all sorts.

This progression of nature through 
time is called “phenology.” It is defined 
as “the study of cyclic and seasonal 
natural phenomena, especially in 
relation to climate and plant and 
animal life.” It has become a focus for 
“citizen science” as organizations like 
land trusts and river groups, etc. get 
more people involved in adding data

to online platforms which help keep 
track of data and make it available 
to researchers and the public. Many 
of these groups use iNaturalist as a 
database. For birds, eBird (ebird.org) 
contains similar data. You can make 
graphs of species abundance versus 
time.

Check it out. There are also other 
resources like “Birds of the Sierra 
Nevada, Their Natural History, Status 
and Distribution” (Beedy, Pandolfino, 
Hansen) available from Amazon.com 
(and possibly locally) and Breeding 
Bird Atlas of Nevada County, 
California (SFAS members Steve 
and Diane Rose) available from our 
website, sierrafoothillsaudubon.org.

But to me there is nothing like being 
outdoors and taking note of the 
phenology going on right in my yard. 
I hope you get as much joy from it as I 
do.  Spring is here!
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Spring is in full swing when the Black-
headed Grosbeaks show up at my feeders 

Photo by Rudy Darling

Welcome New 

Members

~ Grass Valley ~
 Judie Tartaglia 
Mary Sanichas 

John Fulton
 Phillip Parker

Rhian Gastineau
Severin Oliver

Gary and Vicki Black

~ Penn Valley ~
Christin Otto 
Cheryl Pirtle

~ Auburn ~
Judy Griffin

~ Rocklin ~
Deborah Page
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Conservation Report
q Don Rivenes, Conservation Chair Nevada County

Bring Back Birds

A landmark 2019 Science study found 
that bird populations have declined 
by close to 3 billion birds since 1970, 
representing a 29-percent overall 
decline in 50 years. There is urgent 
need to address habitat loss and 
threats so we can reverse this de-
cline. Fortunately, the remarkable 
recovery of waterfowl populations, 
sustained now for decades, and the 
return of endangered bird species 
from the brink of extinction demon-
strate that coordinated, sustained 
conservation action works. Just as 
there is no single cause of declining 
migratory bird populations, there is 
no single policy solution, program, 
or approach that will uniformly ad-
dress the needs of all species in all 
situations. Instead, we need a suite 
of actions that foster on-the-ground 
protection, mitigation, and resto-
ration of bird populations and the 
habitats they need to thrive. 

Accordingly, Audubon and Ameri-
can Bird Conservancy have identi-
fied the following policy options to 
be considered by Congress and the 
Administration in 2021 and beyond. 

Planning, Research and Evaluation 

• Reauthorize and amend the Fish 
and Wildlife Conservation Act to 
provide additional direction for mi-
gratory bird conservation

• Support national, regional, and 
flyway bird conservation planning 
and implementation

• Revitalize and enhance the Migra-
tory Bird Data Center to support in-
tegrated assessments of bird popu-
lations by federal, state, and private 
partners

• Identify and report to Congress 
on lands and waters needed to con-
serve migratory birds, including in 
the Western Hemisphere and the 
East Asian-Australasian and Oceana 
flyways

• Evaluate implementation of inter-
national authorities and programs 
and develop a federal strategy and 
recommendations for international 
migratory bird conservation 

Engagement and Partnerships

• Support Migratory Bird Joint Ven-
tures and enhance project delivery 
and the ability to address the needs 
of all birds and all habitats 

• Increase annual funding to assure 
base staffing and support are ample 
and equitable for all Joint Ventures. 

• Support the Urban Bird Treaty 
Program and authorize increased 
funding -  Increase staff capacity 
and funding for partner grants

• Support voluntary, community-
based conservation on private 
working lands across the country 
in cooperation with Joint Ventures 
and other partners - Increase fund-
ing for the Partners for Fish and 
Wildlife Program 

Addressing Threats
• Reaffirm that the Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act covers incidental taking, 
and establish a permit program to 
apply available best management 
practices that reduce bird mortality

• Pass the Migratory Bird Protec-
tion Act and develop a permitting 
rule through the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service. 

• Facilitate and demonstrate bird-
friendly practices in the construc-
tion of federal buildings- Pass the 
Bird-Safe Buildings Act . 

• Enhance and demonstrate U.S. 
leadership in reducing fisheries by-
catch of marine birds - Ratify and 
enact implementing legislation for 
the Agreement on the Conservation 
of Albatrosses and Petrels

Orange-Crowned Warblers are the fist 
migrants to return to my house

Photo by Rudy Darling
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We've Got Them Surrounded
 q By Kate Brennan

There have been some additions to 
the grounds surrounding the Wayne 
Brown Correctional Facility (aka the 
Nevada County Jail) near the Rood 
Center in Nevada City.  

Sierra Foothills Audubon Society 
(SFAS) was recently given permission 
to install bluebird nest boxes around 
the jail facility – this new group of 
nest boxes is now referred to as the 
“Jail Birds Trail.”  As residents of Ne-
vada County may be aware, there 
are “trails” of bluebird nest boxes in 
many locations throughout the coun-
ty, such as along Jones Bar Rd, Dog 
Bar Rd, Garden Bar Rd, and along Alta 
Sierra’s Alan Thiesen Trail, to name 
just a few.  The Jail Birds Trail is our 
newest addition and includes 6 boxes 
positioned in such a way that inmates 
inside the jail can look out their win-
dows and watch the activity at these 
nest boxes.

It had been noticed by local bluebird 
watchers that there was a sizeable 
population of bluebirds and other 
birds which are “cavity nesters”, in-
cluding chickadees, oak titmouse, 
nuthatches, etc., near the Rood Cen-
ter and the County Jail.  So it seemed 
like a good location for a trail of boxes.   
With the Jail Birds Trail, the inmates 
will be able to observe, from the win-
dows of the jail, the nest box moni-
tor as she checks each week for the 
deposit of eggs, the eventual hatch-
ing of babies, and then follow the 
parents’ hectic feeding schedule for 
the ensuing 20 days until the babies 
leave the nest.  The typical Western 
Bluebird nest contains about 5 eggs, 
which all hatch within a day of each 
other.  From the moment they hatch, 
that brood of 5 new baby birds needs 
about 500 bugs (bits of protein) every 
day to grow and thrive. The two par-
ents are kept mighty busy 

flying out, searching for bugs, and 
flying back to deliver the food to five 
hungry mouths.  This activity will be 
clearly visible to the inmates in jail 
who happen to be looking out the 
windows.  We hope they will be root-
ing for the successful fledging of the 
new bluebird families.
Volunteers monitor all the nest boxes 
along these established trails – that 
means that during breeding season, 
March through August, dedicated in-
dividuals go out weekly and check all 
the boxes on their trails, usually six to 
12 boxes per trail.  We currently have 
11 trails in Nevada County and four in 
Placer County.  They are all part of a 
statewide effort to increase the num-
ber of nesting sites for Western Blue-
birds in order to help boost the repro-
duction effort of the bluebirds.  Many 
of their “natural” nesting cavities in 
trees have been lost due to urban de-
velopment, fire, and the increase in 
population of “invasive” bird species 
like European Starlings and English 
Sparrows who are more aggressive 
and compete with the bluebirds for 
nesting cavities.  This effort to pro-
vide human-made nest boxes is actu-
ally happening nationwide.  
The hope for the Jail Birds Trail is that 
being able to observe this bit of na-
ture might instill an interest in birds 
and nature for some of the inmates by 

providing them with a ringside seat to 
this single example of the miracle of 
Mother Nature.   

Sierra Foothills Audubon is willing to 
team up with other agencies or fa-
cilities in our service area, perhaps 
even local schools, who have a simi-
lar “campus” surrounding their build-
ings to install other nest box trails 
and possibly provide educational pro-
grams about birds as part of the SFAS 
mission to educate the community 
on the importance of maintaining a 
healthy bird population as part of a 
healthy ecosystem.

For more information about the 
Bluebird Trails Program, or to inquire 
about purchasing nest boxes, please 
send an email to Kate Brennan, Blue-
bird Trails Coordinator, at katebren-
nan6699@gmail.com.

Late Update:

About 10 days after installing the first 
4 boxes around the jail, the monitor 
reported that there were nest starts 
in 3 of the 4 boxes.  We have now 
installed two more boxes, and hope 
that they too will have nests very 
soon.  Keep your eye out around the 
Rood Center and see if you can pick 
out the bluebird parents flying with 
food in their mouths for their nest-
lings.

Western Bluebird Eggs inside nest box
Photo by Patricia Clark
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Nevada Count Conservation Report - Continued from page 3

• Ensure there are coordinated and consistent approaches toward fed-
eral planning and actions that impact migratory birds - . Revitalize Ex-
ecutive Order 13186 on the Responsibilities to Protect Migratory Birds 
-  Require consideration of climate change in federal planning related 
to birds 

Policy and Funding

• Elevate the Neotropical Migratory Bird Conservation Act (NMBCA) so 
that it can help address the needs of these declining species - Increase 
funding for grants -  Change the federal to private matching ratio from 
1:3 to 1:1 to facilitate greater participation, particularly among Central 
and South American and Caribbean conservation groups

• Pass the Recovering America’s Wildlife Act to boost conservation of 
migratory birds and other wildlife by state wildlife agencies - Include 
mandatory spending outside of the annual appropriations cycle

• Establish a new “Songbird Stamp” as a sister program for the federal 
Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation Stamp (aka Duck Stamp) to 
raise funds for bird conservation - Use net revenue to support conser-
vation efforts such as NMBCA grants or other relevant programs 
Land and Water Conservation

• Develop new landscape-scale habitat initiatives on par with NAWCA 
- Conserving North American grasslands is a current priority, and other 
initiatives could include a focus on ecosystems such as the sage-steppe, 
saline lakes, and old-growth forests in Alaska and the Pacific Northwest 
There is an urgent need to address threats to avert continued biodiver-
sity loss and potential collapse of the continental avifauna.
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Male Western Bluebird feeding nestling

Photo by Sandy Follett
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NOW ALSO ON YOU TUBE 

Do you want to record your bird sightings? 
Keep your bird list? 
Learn about trends in populations or migration 
patterns?
 

If so… Join us for an eBird tutorial. 

This program is expertly presented by Diane and Steve Rose and is 
now up on our Sierra Foothills Audubon Facebook page. It is a quick 
overview of the eBird website and details on how to submit your 
checklist to eBird.  This tutorial makes eBird accessible even for an 
absolute beginner birder.  You can access it by searching for Sierra 
Foothills Audubon on Facebook and find it on You Tube at this link: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P6UL94sDIAs&feature=youtu.be

The program is excellent and I encourage you all to watch it.  You do not need a Facebook 
account, just go to Facebook and put Sierra Foothills Audubon into the search bar then look for the 
eBird video.

Happy birding and keep those lists coming!


