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Christmas Bird Count (CBC) season is coming 
up soon. After a long day of counting birds, 
those of us still left standing enjoy coming to 
the compilation dinner (not being held this 
year due to you-know-what) at which we tally 
our numbers of birds and species, share our 
adventures, and see how the day’s haul compares 
to previous years. For the past few years, after 
every Grass Valley CBC, participants have 
remarked that it seems like there were fewer 
birds to count than in previous years. I hoped 
it was just a case of, “Well, back in my day …,” 
so I did some research of the data (if you have 
a fight or flight reaction to data, just fly to the 
end of the paragraph; fighting is not allowed.). 
Of course, the number varies greatly from year 
to year depending on weather and number and 
experience of participant. For this reason I split 
the data into two 11-year halves. 

First, I looked at total number of birds tallied by 
all participants. In the first half we recorded an 
average of 15,897 birds per year; in the second, 
12,269. This certainly indicates a downward 
trend in number of birds. I thought it might be 
even more indicative if I compared the number 
each year after taking the counting effort into 
account. This effort known as “total party hours” 
(no, not how long we partied afterwards – the 
total of how many hours each counting party 
actually spent counting birds). The number of 
birds per party hour for the first half was 139; 
for the second, 118 – again, a downward trend. 
I guess those who contended that there were less 
birds to count were right. This I found disturbing, 
as I had thought we were getting better at 
counting after 25 years of experience, often with 
the same experienced area leaders year after year, 
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President’s Corner
Rudy Darling, SFAS President

SFAS GENERAL MEETING

General meeting December 2nd 7:00pm via Zoom.

Sylvia Wright will do a presentation on Zoom about 
planting your yard for a variety of birds, addressing their 
specific food and shelter needs. Sylvia is a master gar-
dener, avid birder, and photographer extraordinaire. 

You can address questions to her via the chat at the bo- 
tom of your screen during the presentation and then again at the end  when 
we unmute everyone. So please join us December 2, 7:00 pm

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/89872073035?pwd=K2tlYy9PRFRBbWMxQk
VTTkhocXh0QT09

Meeting ID: 898   7207   3035
Passcode: 021978

If you are on our email list you will get the link in an email closer to the date 
but mark it on your calendars now. 

Theresa Thomas
Program Chair

Sierra Foothills Audubon

Birds like this Dark-Eyed Junco depend 
on insects, especially in the spring, and 
this talk will suggest the ways to sup-

port both in your garden

Photo by - Sylvia Wright

Area Christmas Bird Counts
Auburn CBC: Saturday, December 18. Contact Sarah Roeske roeske.sarah@gmail.
com

Grass Valley CBC: Sunday January 2. Contact - Rudy Darling rdarling@gmail.com

Lincoln CBC: Contact Ed Pandolfino erpfromca@aol.com



and gaining access to new parcels. The 
decline may be even greater than the 
data indicates.

It turns out that this is not just a 
Grass Valley CBC phenomenon, but 
a nationwide emergency. According 
to a recent article in Science, bird 
populations in North America have 
declined by 30% in the last 50 years 
– we have lost about 2.9 billion (yes, 
BILLION) birds. Where’d they go? The 
American Bird Conservancy lists some 
of the major reasons for this decline:

https ://abcbirds.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/09/Threats-to-Birds.pdf. 

They include habitat loss, climate 
change, invasive species, collisions with 
glass, collisions with other structures, 
and pesticides and other toxics. I plan 
to spend my next several columns 
exploring each of these causes and what 
we as individuals, as SFAS, and as a 
people can do and have done to reverse 
this trend.

 Let’s start with a rather straight-forward 
one – collisions with glass. We’ve 
probably all heard the sickening “thunk” 
as a bird hits one of our windows. Okay, 
so it was only one bird. But those one 
birds add up to the 1 billion birds that 
are estimated to die from collisions 
with glass each year in North America. 
That’s 1/3 of the 2.9 billion birds that 
have disappeared since 1970! In fact, the 
problem is so severe that a database has 
been started to track bird deaths (dbird.
org). 

In the daytime, windows reflect the 
environment around them. Birds can’t 
tell the difference (see accompanying 
photo of my deck door window) and 
try to fly through the reflection. It’s 
especially bad with windows near 
feeders or bird baths where birds often 
take flight in a panic to avoid predators 
or chase rivals. Why invite them to our 

houses only to have them die on our 
windows? What can we do about it? 

My wife and I tried bird decals on the 
windows – didn’t work. We moved the 
feeders further away from the house 
– helped. Screens on the windows – 
helped, but only on the half of the sliding 
windows they’re on. Besides, we take 
them off in the summer to see the birds 
better. Then a friend told me of a cheap 
way to deter birds – it has worked well. 

If the reflection on the window is broken 
up in such a way that they feel they can’t 
fly through, they will veer off to safety. 
The method I was told about involved 
parachute cord hanging outside the 
window vertically at 3” spacing. More 
recent research now says 2” spacing 
is best because it will even deter 
hummingbirds. Whatever you use, it 
should be at least 1/8” thick (the thicker 
the better). We have no trouble seeing 
through it, and I have even taken bird 
photos through it. 

For more details, other techniques, and 
some commercial product information, 
go to 

https://abcbirds.org/glass-collisions/
stop-birds-hitting-windows/. 

A similar glass issue involves large 
commercial or public buildings, which 
often have myriads of reflective windows. 
Most of us are not in the construction 
business or in another position to do 
much about that issue directly. What 
we can do is to support the Federal Bird 
Safe Buildings Act (house bill 1986) by 
contacting our legislators or supporting 
organizations that lobby for the bill 
(Audubon and ABC, for example). 
This bill will change building codes for 
new, acquired, and refurbished federal 
buildings to require the use of bird-
safe windows and practices. You can 
use forms on either the Audubon or 
the ABC website and they will get your 
concern to the legislator for you.

However, even if we were able to stop 
all bird collisions with glass, we would 
be no more than one third of the way 
to reversing the trend of declining bird 
populations. There are many more 
causes of declining numbers of birds, 
but every bit helps. You can help, one 
bird at a time.

2 www.sierrafoothil lsaudubon.org

President’s Corner...Continued from page 1

A 2" spacing of vertical barriers in front of glass 
will keep even hummingbirds from crash-

ing into the window as they frantically chase 
eachother at feeders

Photo by - Rudy Darling 

Photography is even possible through a 
bird-safe barrier, as this Western Tanager 

photo through my kitchen window 
demonstrates

Photo By - Rudy Darling
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Audubon News Report
q Don Rivenes, Conservation Chair Nevada County

While Sierra Foothills Audubon So-
ciety members have worried about 
wildfire and drought impacts, other 
parts of California have had their own 
worries.

~From a SYRCL email~

NID's Plan for Water process is kick-
ing off. The final Plan will reassess 
hydrology, water supply, and demand 
for NID across a 50-year time hori-
zon. Ultimately, this means the plan 
will help NID determine if our com-
munity needs additional water stor-
age. This planning process is a critical 
opportunity to share your stance on 
water storage in our community.  The 
Plan for Water process will be 9 stages 
in total, with opportunities for public 
participation during each stage. 

The first stage, called System Over-
view will begin in this first meeting 
on November 9th. In a recent Board 
meeting, NID's General Manager Jen-
nifer Hanson stated that this stage is 
intended to help the Board and public 
start this planning process on com-
mon ground, with a common under-
standing of the entire water system. 
Ms. Hanson stated that NID staff will 
conduct a thorough review of the sys-
tem at the watershed level. This review 
will move from top to bottom through 
the watershed, considering reservoirs 
and storage, distribution channels and 
pipes, and the canal system. The in-
tent is to understand how NID's water 
system is interconnected  with hydro-
power and end-user delivery. 

~From Audubon California~

Southern California is reeling from 
the catastrophic 144,000 gallons of 
crude oil that spilled into the Pacific 
Ocean that will impact the coast for 
years to come.

It only takes a tiny amount of oil - 
about the size of a nickel - to kill a 
seabird. Birds that contact oil often 
die of hypothermia and starvation. 
When their fluffy feathers are mat-
ted with oil, they lose insulation and 
have difficulty flying. When preening 
feathers, birds are at risk of ingesting 
the toxins. 

Species like Western Snowy Plovers - 
tiny, rotund, dune-dwellers - can have 
lower birth rates after spills, threat-
ening their dwindling populations. 
Thousands of migratory seabirds and 
shorebirds that rely on the California 
coast are at risk, including Brown Pel-
icans, Eared Grebes, Western Grebes, 
Ruddy Ducks, Gulls, and Sanderlings.

This disaster is a stark reminder of 
why we need the Migratory Bird Trea-
ty Act (MBTA) which holds pollut-
ers accountable for killing or injuring 
birds during oil spills. This 100-year-
old law was gutted by the Trump Ad-
ministration in 2020.  Thanks to ad-
vocacy by Audubon supporters like 
you, California fought back to secure 
bird protections and the Biden-Harris 
Administration restored the MBTA 
just last week. Now, we will safeguard 
the law to ensure it continues to hold 
polluters accountable for oil spills.

Oil spills are one aspect of the egre-
gious harm from fossil fuels - and 
a big one. But, the biggest danger is 
from climate change caused by emis-
sions from fossil fuels, which 
threatens 389 bird species with ex-
tinction. We can solve these two crises 
with one solution: 100% clean energy.

It's time to stop offshore drilling and 
transition to clean energy -including 
solar, wind, and geothermal power-
that is properly sited to avoid and 
mitigate impacts to birds and other 
wildlife.

Thanks to major advances in technol-
ogy, clean energy has become increas-
ingly affordable for both businesses 
and homes. We have the power to end 
oil spills, lower 
global temperatures, and protect plac-
es like Huntington Beach that birds 
need to survive.

Let's build a better world for birds and 
our communities.

Quotable Quotes
“Raptors are a gateway drug into 
bird-watching; and bird-watching 
is a gateway drug into giving a 

damn about the environment.” 

-Allen Fish, Director of the Golden 
Gate Raptor Observatory, speaking 
about an innovative teaching pro-
gram that takes high school students 
to Hawk Hill in Sausalito for bird 

watching

Conservation Report

By Don Rivenes
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Hot Summers Affecting Bluebird Reproduction
q By Kate Brennan

The numbers are in – and those num-
bers support what our bluebird moni-
tors have been seeing for the past 2-3 
years.  Lengthy hot spells in the spring/
summer seem to be causing the aban-
donment of more nests with eggs and 
nestlings inside.  For example, two of 
our best performing trails for the past 
4 years have seen dramatic decreas-
es in fledglings produced – Dog Bar 
Rd/Taylor Cross Road trail produced 
63 fledglings in 2019, and only 36 in 
2021; Garden Bar trail had 84 fledg-
lings in 2019 and only 27 in 2021.  

Most of our monitors reported finding 
dead nestlings and eggs inside boxes, 
the very worst thing we want to see 
when we open a box.  Also, most trails 
had very few, if any, successful second 
nest attempts in boxes.   The bluebird 
trail at Traylor Ranch in Penryn has 
always led in second nests among all 
our trails.  This year, there were only 3 
successful second nests in the boxes, 
out of 44 nest boxes.   In the past, they 
have had up to 23 second nests.  

One bright spot in an otherwise bleak 
season, our bluebird trail on the Wool-
man Campus has rebounded since 
the Jones Fire wiped out much of the 
habitat and 2 nest boxes in August 
2020, and this year that trail fledged 
48 Western Bluebirds and others.  It is 
amazing that the habitat can bounce 
back that quickly in order to support 
this new bird life.  

Here are some fledgling totals for the 
various species utilizing our nests:
--Nevada County added 3 short trails 
(19 boxes) this year, and saw a total of 
342 new Western Bluebirds take to 
the sky, along with 69 Tree
Swallows, 33 Ash-throated Flycatch-
ers, and 65 others.

--Placer County lost one trail, but still 
fledged 181 new Western Bluebirds, 
77 Tree Swallows, 3 Ash-throated Fly-
catchers, and 5 others.  
--El Dorado County – newly estab-

lished this year with 2 boxes, hosted 
3 nests, and fledged 6 Western Blue-
birds and 6 Oak Titmouse.  

I am pleased with these numbers be-
cause for me personally, this season 
was really hard, as I found so many 
abandoned nests, and heard from 
monitors finding abandoned eggs and 
dead babies; I am so glad to know that 
we had as many successes as we did.  
I’m like a proud parent when I visit a 
box and find beautiful blue eggs in-
side; and then on a later visit see that 
those 5 blue eggs have become naked, 
pink wiggly things .  Finally I get to wit-
ness the feathers coming in, gradually 
turning to that recognizable beautiful 
blue.  

It is very hard losing even a single nest.  
We become invested in those babies.  
But I realize that we can’t change na-
ture – there is a lot of loss in the natu-
ral world. We are doing what has been 
done for over 30 years in putting up 
nest boxes to augment what nature 
provides.  With the climate changing, 
all we can do is try to improve our box-
es to make sure we’re providing the 
best possible opportunity for these 
birds to succeed.  

And on that note, I am putting out a 
CALL FOR VOLUNTEERS.  We will be 
retrofitting existing boxes with “heat 
shields” in the months ahead.  These 
heat shields will be made of plywood, 
and will be attached to the existing 
roofs of the boxes, with a ½” spacer, 
creating a gap between roof and heat 
shield.  Heat shields will be painted 
white for maximum heat deflection.   
So, if you are interested in helping 
out, I plan to organize a few work par-
ties through Dec. and Jan. to cut and 
paint the wood, and affix spacers to 
the shields, and then we’ll be ready to 
go out in late Jan./early Feb. to attach 
the shields to boxes.  If you can help 
out, even if it’s bringing hot drinks or 
goodies and providing moral support, 
please drop me an email at   

katebrennan6699@gmail.com and I’ll 
put you on the list of potential volun-
teers.   

If you have nest boxes on your per-
sonal property and they are in the sun, 
please consider adding a heat shield to 
the top of your box.  The shield should 
be at least 2 inches larger than the ex-
isting roof on all sides in order to catch 
any breeze and help draw air through 
the gap, leading hot air away from the 
box.  If you want to see drawings, I can 
send those to you.  

Thanks to all of our nestbox monitors 
– it was a tough year.  I hope you will 
all stick with it; as you can see from 
our total numbers, we are making a 
difference.

We do have a need for monitors on 
two trails for 2022:  the Black Swan 
Trail is on BYLT property near Lake En-
glebright, so would be good for some-
one living around Penn Valley. It is a 
rigorous trail.  The other trail is along 
Jones Bar Rd, near Newtown Rd, and is 
easily walkable. 

A Bluebird in action taking care of 
its family 

Photo By - Sandy Follett



5www.sierrafoothil lsaudubon.org

MY COVID-19 BRIGHT SPOT
By Margaret Ervin

During the pandemic, we have all found ourselves home a lot more than 
usual. And for bird-interested people, it means we’ve been observing the 

natural world around our homes a lot more than in normal times. 

In April I was walking around the outside of my house and saw a strange 
pile of twigs on the walkway. I wondered "what is going on?" As I looked 
up there was a straggly pile of twigs hanging on the outside light fixture. 
Amazingly I could see this from my kitchen window so I started watching 

a lot, becoming a nature super-sleuth. 

At this point, I took the screen off my kitchen window to get a better 
view and take pictures. I discovered that raggedy pile of twigs was actu-
ally two stellar jays building a nest on top of the light fixture. They would 
work, the nest would fall, they would work some more. In the days that 
followed, they finished the nest and I could tell the mama was sitting on 
the nest a lot. From my bluebird monitoring, I knew she had laid her eggs. 
I greeted the birds each morning as I went outside.  They didn’t seem to 
mind me being there. Then one morning I could hear and see the hatch-
lings popping their heads up for food. The four hatchlings grew quickly 

and I couldn't believe no one fell out of the straggly pile of twigs. 

One morning the nestlings were all fluttering their wings and puffing 
up their chests. I knew they would fledge that day but I couldn’t stay to 
watch – I had real world things to do. When I came home there was one 
lone hatchling still in the nest almost ready to fly. I didn't see him fly away 
but I know he made it. I have never spent so much time at my kitchen 

window and had so much enjoyment.  (Picture Below)
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Welcome New 
Members!

~ Grass Valley ~
Sharon Schmedes

~ Nevada City ~
Connie Sturm

Brad Oliver

~ Granite Bay ~
Jim Barton

~ El Dorado Hills ~
Anne Hoffman

~ Sacramento ~
Nondra Khali

      
      
     

Field Trip Notice

Its been a long dry spell but hope-
fully field trips will resume in January 
2022. Outings will include protocols 
to provide safety for all participants. 
More details will be published in the 
January Phoebe, so watch for these 
and the scheduled trips. Come, join 

us and enjoy the birds!

~ Dale Rubach


