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Lately, I have been thinking about 
survival. Perhaps it is because I have 
been watching the latest season of 
“Alone” on the History Channel. 
In this show, about 8-10 people are 
deposited separately in wilderness 
with a limited number of survival 
tools of their choosing. The idea is 
that the one to survive the longest 
without “tapping out” (being 
retrieved by the show’s team from 
base camp) is the winner of a large 
sum of money. Each one brings 
her/his own unique set of survival 
skills – fishing, trapping, hunting, 
nutrition, edible plant knowledge, 
medical knowledge, building, 
creativity, etc.

Perhaps I’m thinking about survival 
because one of our scheduled guest 
speakers, who now has twice been 
cancelled due to Covid, is Woniya 
Dawn Thiebault, a participant 
in season 6 of Alone. She will be 
sharing more about her experience 
surviving Alone for 2 ½ months 
in the Arctic, and how birds were 
part of her story and fed her, both 
literally and figuratively, during that 
time. To her this was an important 
aspect of her experience that didn’t 
make it through the show’s editing 
process. Having seen her on the 
show, this presentation is not to be 
missed when it finally can be safely 
held.

But I guess what mostly got me to 
thinking 

about survival is my being asked 
again this year to talk to the kids at 
the annual Climate Change Agents 
Camp sponsored by Nevada County 
Climate Action Now (https://www.
ncclimateactionnow.org/) and 
partially funded by a grant from 
your SFAS. Each year at the camp 
I talk about my favorite subject 
– owls – and try to relate it to the 
year’s theme, then attempt call up a 
screech-owl for them to hear and/
or see. This year the camp’s theme 
was described to me as, “… the 
habit-of-heart is kinship. The kids 
will connect with global wisdom 
exchange partners abroad who are 
addressing various sustainability 
issues in their communities, and 
they will be thinking about the 
parallels here, e.g. how some 
species become climate refugees, 
how trees send messages to warn 
one another through their fungal 
networks and root systems--
basically how we find this concept 
of interspecies connection for the 
sake of adaptation throughout many 
systems. Maybe you know of some 
owls on the move, or even some 
who already "moved out" to make 
way for native species. Or you may 
know how shifts in tree populations 
have or have not affected them. 

Continued on page 2...
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Western Screech-Owls can be an ambas-
sador to kids at the Climate Agents Camp
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Covid UPDATE

General meetings as 
well as field trips will

 be cancelled until 
further notice



Anything symbiotic you can think 
of.” What a great thing to which to 
expose young minds!

Now, back to owls. The camp’s 
theme reminded my overactive 
imagination 

of “Alone”. Owlets start out in the 
base camp of the nest where they are 
given skills by their parents, such as 
how to fly, where, what, and how to 
hunt, how their lives relate to their 
prey and predators, etc. They carry 
with them the genetic tools they 
are born with – night vision, silent 
flight, multi-dimensional hearing, 
powerful sharp talons, etc. Then 
they are unceremoniously sent off 
on their survival quests. Their only 
prize is the ability to pass on their 
genes to the next generation. The 
only way for them to “tap out” is 
death. Yet, a few of them make it 
through the first winter (14-30% of 
Spotted Owls in one study). Those 
few have learned enough about the 
web of life to carry on, or are just 
plain lucky to be in the right habitat 
at the right time – like the fellow in 
season 6 who managed to shoot a 
moose. Unlike the contestants on 
the show, the owls can fly and have 
the option of moving elsewhere if 
the going gets tough. 

So, yes, if climate change starts 
affecting their habitat and food 
supply, the population may 
gradually shift, usually northwards 
or upwards. However, it won’t 
be easy, as the often-specialized 
habitat to which they are adapted 
can’t fly and won’t be moving as 
fast.

The camp’s theme also reminded 
me of Woniya and many of the 
other contestants who are very 
much aware of the kinship of all 
life in their efforts to survive. They 
need to know how grouse and 

rabbits perceive the world in order 
to catch one; where fish are likely 
to be; what berries and mushrooms 
are edible; how predators and 
prey think; etc. Like indigenous 
peoples, who were also intimately 
familiar with the unity of life, 
they are grateful to their food for 
providing them with sustenance 
that allows them to survive, a 
visceral nod to the kinship of life. 
It also takes me back to a book 
I read as a teenager – The Web 
of Life, by John Storer. It was my 
introduction to ecology, the study 
of the interrelationships of plants, 
animals, and their environment – 
kinship of all life, if you will. The 
book was at the forefront of the 
awakening of modern “civilization” 
to the interconnectedness of all 
life and how we had mucked it 
up. One simple example from that 
book that has stuck with me almost 
60 years later is that of pine beetle 
outbreaks in the east. In response, 
woodpecker fledging success rises 
dramatically and the increased 
number of birds acts as a governor 
on the beetle population. As the 
outbreak diminishes, woodpecker 
breeding success slowly falls back 
to normal and the system’s balance 
is restored.

Unfortunately, humans have been 
all too successful at survival at the 
expense of the rest of the planet 
and the natural balance, and have 
found ways to mess it up big time 
– introduction of invasive species, 
habitat destruction, environmental 
poisons, overpopulation, overuse 
of resources, etc. – and now the 
coup de grâce, global warming. We 
may not be able to “tap out” of this 
one if something is not done about 
it. I’m sure glad we have some 
young folks pointed in the right 
direction. Kudos to the camp and 
SFAS support.
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Report from the Climate Change 
Camp

The Change Agents considered the 
legacies they could make in their 
own community to forestall or adapt 
to the negative impacts of climate 
change. After a week of service, they 
shared these ideas with their Change 
Agent peers in developing nations 
to advance the global effort to quell 
climate impacts and injustices. By 
the end of the week, working in small 
groups and as a whole, they prepared 
video exchanges for these youth. They 
also taught the broader community at 
their own local farmers’ market.  By 
weeks’ end, they served elders and 
food insecure communities, honored 
the legacies of an environmentalist, 
and honored the lessons learned from 
global exchange partners, adding 
complementary layers of wisdom 

such as these:

Climate Refugee Projects at the 
Camp

1. The family of  Baelen Carson, 
a Change Agent whose Hawaiian 
grandfather experienced  displacement 
due to rising water levels, studied 
the science of rising tides. Baelen and 
her mother shared the story and the 
science of climate refugees in the US.

2. Comparing these conditions with 
the incidents of recent flooding 
among African partners and families 
suffering from California wildfires, 
the Change Agents projected the skills 
they could need someday to build a 
refugee camp for displaced peoples.

 
3. They went to Sol Learning Institute, 
where they practiced hands-on skills 
to build primary and secondary water 
catchment systems, onsite waste 
disposal, methane fuel sources, and 
huts whose renewable materials 
would consist of various combinations 

of clay, straw, sand and water. 

4. The teams later depicted replicas 
of these processes in a treehouse 
diorama made of recycled materials; 
they displayed the replica at the 
Farmers’ Market. They demonstrated 
how to reach out in a spirit of kinship 
to others on the family tree in a 

potential time of need. 
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Bring Back Birds

What Is a Songbird, Exactly? Turns 
out it’s about more than just carry-
ing a tune.

By Corryn Wetzel Editorial Fellow, 
Audubon Magazine
June 17, 2021

Listen to the fluted chorus of a 
Wood Thrush, a beautiful song 
known to inspire artists and enliven 
eastern forests each summer. Now 
hear the gruff squawk of an Ameri-
can Crow.

Which is the songbird? If you said 
both, take a bow.

“Something can be a songbird and 
not be an impressive singer,” says 
Audubon field editor Kenn Kaufman. 
So, if singing ability doesn’t make 
a songbird a songbird, then what 
does? That question is actually a 
lot trickier to answer than it might 
seem.

The general public might throw 
the term around loosely, but for 
scientists, “songbird” has a more 
detailed meaning: It refers to a spe-
cific suborder of birds. All songbirds 
are perching birds, an order called 
passerines that share a distinct toe 
arrangement that helps them grasp 
branches. Passerines are separated 
into three suborders, the largest of 
which is Passeri. Birds in the Pas-
seri suborder are called oscines, or 
songbirds. The suborder includes 
more than 4,000 species that range 
from the compact Golden-crowned 
Kinglet to the much larger Common 
Raven.

Despite their variety in size and mu-
sical talent, all songbirds do have 
something in common: precise con-
trol of a highly specialized vocal or-
gan called a syrinx. Almost all birds 
use a syrinx to produce sound, but 
oscines have superior mastery of 
theirs. “The big difference is not the 
syrinx itself, but the muscles around 
it,” Kaufman says. “The oscines 
have a whole series of really com-
plex muscles attached to the syrinx 
and it gives them much greater con-
trol.

When a bird exhales, it can engage 
muscles inside the syrinx that con-
trol a series of membranes. As air 
flows over these membranes, they 
vibrate to create a specific tune. Be-
cause songbirds have the most con-
trol over their vocal organ, they can 
produce the most dramatic ballads.

Another trait that sets oscines apart 
is that, while other perching birds 
produce their songs from instinct 
alone, songbirds learn theirs. Re-
search shows that songbirds hatch 
with a rough template of a song but 
need adult tutors to become ex-
pert vocalists. Young songbirds be-
gin eavesdropping on their parents 
and other adults as nestlings. Some 
have a window of just a few months 
to learn their songs, while others, 
such as European Starlings, can add 
to their set lists through adulthood. 
“Songbirds have taken advantage 
of this ability to learn songs to pro-
duce very complex and large rep-
ertoires," says Donald Kroodsma, 
a retired ornithologist who studies 
birdsong. Other passerines only 
have a handful of tracks at their dis-
posal.

That said, birds don’t always fit into 
tidy categories; Kroodsma's recent 
work shows that the Three-wattled 
Bellbird—a Central American pas-
serine belonging to a different sub-
order—might also rely on learning 
to hone its tune, suggesting song 
learning exists outside of oscines.

While there is no authoritative defi-
nition of what constitutes a bird’s 
song versus its call or other noises, 
most experts agree on two key func-
tions of birdsong: defending terri-
tory and wooing a mate. The better 
a songbird can show off vocally, the 
more likely it is to achieve its goal. 
In the Northern Hemisphere, male 
songbirds do most of the singing. 
Tropical species are more equally 
matched, as males and females of-
ten share duet performances.

Although most songbirds usually 
stick to the same basic template 
for a song, individuals occasion-
ally throw in an additional note or 
a change in pitch. These variations 
might sound novel and exciting, and 
help draw more mates. “There’ll be 
an innovation, which is apparently 

Common Ravens are in the songbird 
taxonomic group even though they don't 

have a "song" per se. They do make an 
amazing variety of sounds, however. 

Photoby Rudy Darling
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Climate Watch!
 q By Sarah Roeske

Do you enjoy getting to know the 
“locals” in your area, and doing an 
occasional bird count? Like to be in-
volved in citizen science? Into speed 
birding? (new to me too!). Then you 
are a candidate for joining Climate 
Watch, a new citizen science pro-
gram launched by the National Audu-
bon organization in 2016 in the East 
and expanded to the West about 
2 years ago. Much of California and 
most all of the SFAS region are blank 
spots on the national map; we need 
more volunteers! 

www.audubon.org/conservation/
climate-watch

The goal of this program is to see 
how North American birds are re-
sponding to climate change. I associ-
ate climate change effects on species 
with pictures of polar bears without 
polar ice, so I was expecting this 
program would have us looking for 
species that live in a narrow climate 
niche. Instead, the Audubon group 
is looking for subtler effects, evi-
dence that certain species are either 
increasing or decreasing across the 
whole country. They chose “target 
species” that are common (in their 
preferred habitat). In our greater 
area those include Western Bluebird, 
Mountain Bluebird, Red-Breasted 
Nuthatch, White-breasted Nuthatch, 
Pygmy Nuthatch, Lesser Goldfinch, 
American Goldfinch, and Spotted 
Towhee. You select one species to 
focus on at a time, select a ‘square’ 
(10 km by 10 km), already laid out by 
Audubon, and chose 12 points within 
that square where you count for 5 
minutes your target species. They 
also encourage folks to count all of 
the birds you see and hear in that 5 
minutes. “You” can be a team of up 
to 3 people. 

Audubon wants everyone to follow a 
protocol to ensure a reasonably sci-
entific survey, so all 12 points of your 
target species in one grid need to be 
surveyed in one day during the win-
ter season time frame (Jan. 15 – Feb. 
15) and/or breeding season (May 15 – 
June 15).
 
Armed with the information on the 
Audubon site, our ‘team’ of birders 
(Shannon and Gary Wells, Karl Mertz 
and myself) took this challenge on 
this winter and selected the White-
breasted Nuthatch as our target 
species. We had much fun!  The time 
flew by. OK, so we had 4, not 3, peo-
ple, but someone was always taking 
notes, not watching, so we followed 
the spirit of the law. We all like to hike 
so I laid out a series of points along 
trails in public lands around Cool, Au-
burn, and the Foresthill Divide and 
we set out on a cool foggy morning 
to our first stop – Robie Point, over-
looking the American River Canyon. 
We arrive in separate cars, step out 
and – immediately hear a WBNU! 
YAY! We were hooked. Shannon sets 
her phone timer for 5 minutes and 
we hush and scan,  doing a station-
ary count. Six hours and many birds 
later, the sun had warmed the air, 

and we wrapped our last point un-
der a blue oak tree in the rolling hills 
around Knickerbocker Creek, Cool. 
Over a frosty beverage and lemon 
tea cake, we searched for a team 
name. Based on our success, we de-
clared ourselves “pretty good bird-
ers”, and the name stuck. 

Check out the web site and if you 
have questions I would be happy to 
help anyone get started. 

Contact me at roeske.sarah@gmail.
com.

Lesser Goldfich - 
Often nests in cottonwood and willows 

along rivers 
Photo by: Sarah Roeske
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quite attractive to females, and that innovation will then spread like 
wildfire through the whole population,” says Heather Williams, a biolo-
gist at Williams College. “Like anything trendy in human culture, they 
can shift things from generation to generation, or within generations 
for birds that keep on learning as adults.

As a result, songbird melodies are always evolving. Most White-throat-
ed Sparrows in western North America used to sing Oh sweet Canada 
Canada Canada until a new tune took off over the past two decades. 
Now, they sing Oh sweet Cana Cana Cana.

On the flip side, some songbirds don’t have songs at all, says Kroods-
ma, who points to the example of a Common Raven. “It belongs to 
the songbird taxonomic group, but it really doesn’t have a song.” To 
make matters more confusing, there are non-songbirds with elaborate 
vocalizations. “I hear flycatchers doing a lot of things that sure sound 
like songs to me,” he says.

So, to recap, not all songbirds are talented vocalists or even sing, and 
not all birds that sing are songbirds. If you want to impress your friends, 
however, you can tell them that true songbirds are also called oscines, 
and they have exceptional control of a special organ called the syrinx. 
Or, instead, just relax, don't overthink it all, and enjoy nature's sym-
phony.
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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!


