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In my younger years Back East, I recall spring 
migration as being a very exciting time. Warblers and 
other songbirds of all descriptions showed up overnight 
and provided colorful entertainment for a month or 
so. A similar, though less colorful event repeated in the 
fall. Out here in the West shorebirds, ocean birds, and 
waterfowl come to or through California in spectacular 
numbers. Our winter visitors show up like clockwork at 
our feeders and in the wild. A wave of songbirds passes 
through each spring and fall, unnoticed by most people. 
At my home at 3,000 feet I hardly notice migration, 
except when I hear the Sandhill Cranes’ prehistoric 
calls over the Banner Lava Cap ridge. When a White-
crowned Sparrow showed up at my feeder a couple of 
days ago, only the second one I can recall ever seeing in 
my neighborhood, I was suddenly aware that migration 
was well underway. I read on a list-serve the next day 
that a birder who keeps track of such things had his 
first-of-season White-crowned Sparrow that same day 
as well. They must have gotten the same memo.

Sometimes birds get off track and end up in places 
they shouldn’t be, like the Ruby-throated Hummingbird 
that showed up at my feeder in 2008, or the Rose-breasted 
Grosbeak that was chowing down at my feeders at work 
one spring day. That can be quite exciting. But it makes 
me wonder what goes by unnoticed by us birdwatchers, 
either because they don’t stop or because no birder is 
in the right place at the right time. And where are they 
going? It has long been known where some species go, 
but we are still fleshing out the details for others. For 
decades information from bird banders, collections, 
and field observations had provided much of what we 
knew about bird movements. Modern technology has 
come a long way towards improving our knowledge.

....Continued on Page 2

PRESIDENT’S 
CORNER

Rudy Darling ~ SFAS President

Thursday, December 1ST

Either in person at Madelyn Helling Library, Nevada City 
or via Zoom in the comfort of your own home.

SFAS GENERAL MEETING

Burrowing Owls have 
been extirpated from 
much of California 
and nearly eradicated 
from Placer County. 
In collaboration with 
Ed Pandofino, ECORP 
Consulting, and Placer 
Land Trust (PLT), Jessup 
University’s Institute for 
Biodiversity and the 
Environment spearheaded 
a Burrowing Owl study 
to install and monitor 
above-ground burrows 

for use by Burrowing Owls. This study takes place on 
land managed by PLT where the last known breeding 
population of Burrowing Owls occurs in Placer County, 
and was supported by a scientific grant from SFAS.

Topics will include the results of the study since its 
initiation, what can be gleaned from the study data and  
how it is being used to inform local conservation 
efforts, and what are the next steps for the study. 
Additionally, Jessup student Christian Taylor will 
provide impressions from his experience as a monitor.

Doors open at 6:30; meeting starts at 7:00. Masks 
are optional but highly recommended. Check the SFAS 
website and Facebook page for last-minute updates or 
call Program Chair Theresa Thomas 530-264-6742.

Members who are on our SFAS email list will 
receive a Zoom link the week before the meeting. 
If you would like to get on our email list, please 
go to our website, sierrafoothillsaudubon.org, 
click on ABOUT and then CONTACT US.

BURROWING OWL  
MONITORING STUDY

Burrowing Owl

Photo Credit: Rudy Darling
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The President’s Corner Continued...

For many years tracking collars 
and other equipment allowed us 
to follow where some creatures 
wandered, but those devices are 
large and heavy, require a receiver 
nearby, and had batteries in their 
transmitters that eventually run 
out. Only larger animals could 
be tracked and only from a short 
distance away. Perhaps you have 
seen researchers with large hand-
held or truck-mounted antennas 
trying to locate waterfowl in the 
District 10 rice fields or elsewhere. 
Over the years, the transmitter size 
gradually decreased and reception 
distance gradually improved, but 
it finally reached its limits. Signal 
reception can even be done using 
drones now. But we still had no way 
to track smaller songbirds.

 Enter the new generation of 
tracking devices called geolocators, 
that record the time and the position 
of the sun at intervals from which 
can be calculated the latitude and 
longitude of the bird’s movements. 
Since no transmitter is needed, 
these are light enough to attach to 
smaller songbirds without unduly 
burdening them. The downside is 
that one still has to catch the birds 
when they return to retrieve the 
data. It can then be downloaded and 
where the bird went and how it got 
there and back can be computed. 
SFAS has supported at least three 
projects using this technology. 
One tracked the Swainson’s Thrush 

population around Lake Tahoe to 
find out exactly where they winter. 
Another tracked Golden-crowned 
Sparrows wintering in Placer 
County to find out where they 
breed. The third was an adjunct to a 
study of Flammulated Owls around 
Lake Davis investigating their use 
of artificial nest boxes. Projects 
like these gradually increase our 
knowledge of bird migration at the 
population level. This data is valuable 
in investigating if locally decreasing 
population numbers are the result of 
issues in the breeding, wintering, or 
migration corridor areas.

 Another tool in the migration 
puzzle has been the development of 
large databases like eBird.org used 
by birders and MAPS used by bird 
banders. By creating maps of where 
a given species is being reported on 
any given month one can see how 
the species as a whole is dispersing. 
Anyone who subscribes to Bird-
watching magazine has probably 
seen some of the eBird maps they 
print that contrast where a species is 
in winter and in summer.

SFAS Board member Dale 
Rubach recently turned me on to 
another tool. It uses radar to count 
migrant numbers. It was made 
possible through the use of large 
computers and an algorithm to 
tease out bird-caused radar blips 
from insects and bats. The website 
correlates this data with weather 
patterns and can make predictions of 
when large movements of migrants 
will likely take place. You can get to 
the site by putting “Bird Cast” into a 

“SFAS has 
supported 
a project 

that placed 
geolocators 

on 
Swainson’s 
Thrushes.”

Photo Credit: Rudy Darling

“Wilson’s Warbler 
is one of the 16,000 
birds likely to have 
passed over Nevada 
County the night of 

September 27.”

Photo Credit: Rudy Darling

computer search engine. I checked 
it out on September 21, entered 
Nevada County, California, and 
discovered that the previous night 
an estimated 323,000 birds passed 
over Nevada County heading to the 
southeast at an elevation of about 
2,200 feet. That was the highest 
movement over the county up to 
that point this year. That’s a lot of 
birds. And I didn’t see a one of them! 
I wonder what they were. Well, Bird 
Cast also lists the most likely species 
to be migrating on that day as well, 
so we can imagine them flying over 
us and wish them well on their epic 
migratory journeys, or maybe find 
one that has landed to rest.

PROJECT FEEDERWATCH

Do you have bird feeders up in your 
yard? Do you want to contribute to 
the growing science of determining 
where birds are found throughout 
the year? You might want to visit the 
website for Project FeederWatch, 
www.feederwatch.org. This is a great 
way to get your kids or grandkids 
interested in nature and birds. Your 
commitment is for 2 consecutive 
days each week through the winter 
season for a minimum of 15 minutes 
per day (that’s nothing at all), 
document what you are seeing at 
your feeders, and then report your 
findings online. Project FeederWatch 
is a citizen science project of 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology. 

Welcome New Members
Greenwood

Michael Whitsel
Lincoln

Rebecca and 
Roberto Aliaga

Loomis
Audrey 

Dominguez
Reno,NV

Merrily Duncan

Photo Credit: Rudy Darling

“Bird banding has provided much of 
our information about migration. This 

Nashville Warbler banded in Oaxaca may 
have migrated from your backyard.”
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The Listing and Recovery Division 
of the Sacramento Fish and Wildlife 
Office is reconsidering the listing 
of California Spotted Owl (CSO) 
as threatened or endangered under 
the Endangered Species Act.

Here are some comments to 
Sacramento Fish and Wildlife provided 
by Sierra Forest Legacy that Sierra 
Foothills Audubon signed onto.

Promoting California Spotted 
Owl and forest resilience to climate-
driven high-severity fire has been 
a focus of recent research. Several 
studies demonstrate how mechanical 
fuel reduction and Spotted Owl 
conservation are not mutually 
exclusive. If existing habitat used 
by owls is protected it can improve 
resilience by reducing the probability 
of severe fire. On the other hand, 
mechanical treatments can be as 
deleterious as large high-severity 
fire to Spotted Owls if key habitat 
is degraded. Scientists also reveal 
that even-age forest plantations 
dramatically increase the risk of severe 
fire on industrially managed forests.

Mechanical timber harvest of 
mature forest types continues to 
threaten California Spotted Owl 
conservation. The Service’s 2019 
Status Assessment identified that 
mechanical timber operations in 
California Spotted Owl habitat “pose 
a risk to future viability of the species.” 
Indeed, correlations between activities 
that reduce canopy cover (i.e., Forest 
Service fuels treatments) and reduced 
colonization, reproduction, and 
increased territory abandonment are 
well established. The most beneficial 
treatment scenario overall treats less 
area (20 to 30 percent of landscape) 
and avoids modifying large tree/high 
canopy cover forest in owl territories 
and Protected Activity Centers. This 
scenario would also significantly 
reduce the area burned during climate-
driven extreme fire events by 56% and 

would retain Spotted Owl occupancy 
for the duration of the model.

Levine et al. (2022) conducted an 
analysis of 154 wildfires that burned 
in California between 1985 to 2019. 
They found that the odds of high-
severity fire on private industrial 
timber lands were 1.8 times greater 
than on public lands and 1.9 times 
greater than on other private lands.

Notably, industrial timber lands 
strongly influence the degree and 
total amount of high-severity fire even 
on adjacent lands. Another striking 
finding is that although topography 
contributes significantly to the 
likelihood of severe fire, the influence 
of industrial forest management is 
actually greater than topography. 

Key research findings on owl habitat:
◉ Loss of large trees on US Forest 
Service (USFS) lands contributes 
to loss of Spotted Owl territories.

◉ Owl territories 
with large trees 
and high canopy 
cover are less 
likely to go 
extinct. This 
forest type 
is four times 
more prevalent 
in national 
parks than in 
national forests.

◉ Salvage logging reduced or 
eliminated habitat suitability 
for Spotted Owls. The Forest 
Service released a conservation 
strategy for California Spotted 
Owl (CSO) in 2019 to:
· increase the resilience of CSO habitat 
by managing the landscape toward 
the natural range of variation and
· to protect and improve highest 
quality nesting and roosting 
habitat to ensure that CSO has 
sufficient habitat to sustain healthy 
and productive populations.

Our concerns about the strategy 
are two-fold. First, some conservation 
measures in the strategy do not 
adequately protect CSO or their habitat 
and should be revised to improve   
conservation benefits. Second, 
we provide examples from the 
implementation of the strategy 
that suggest that staff on the 
national forests are not correctly 
interpreting or applying the CSO 
strategy to specific projects.

In conclusion, though the Forest 
Service conservation strategy for 
CSO sounds good, recent proposed 
projects such as the SERAL project 
do not follow those guidelines.

We feel this necessitates the 
listing of California Spotted Owl as 
threatened or endangered under the 
California Endangered Species Act.

CONSERVATION REPORT
Don Rivenes, Conservation Chair California Spotted Owl

Spotted Owl

Photo Credit: Rudy Darling
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THE FIELD TRIP LOG
Dale Rubach, Field Trip Chair

For Sierra Foothills Audubon Society field trips to take place, caution will be observed to ensure everyone
,
s 

saftey. ALL PARTICIPANTS ARE REQUIRED TO BE FULLY VACCINATED. Mask usage is up to you. As 
always our field trips are free and open to members and non-members. Check sierrafoothillsaudubon.org for 
field trip updates, changes or canellations. 

Bird Walk at Auburn Regional Park
Wednesday, November 16 
                         8:30 am - 10:00am 
Leaders:       Kate Brennan and Ann Thomas
          1-530-268-1682

This will be a leisurely walk through the 
park looking for and identifying birds. It 
is intended particularly for individuals 
who are interested in learning the 
local birds. But birders at all levels of 
experience are welcome as it is always 
good to share one’s knowledge of bird 
identification with new birders. We will 
help you pick out birds in the bush and 
trees, listen to their songs and calls and 
help identify them. We will meet at the 
Dry Creek Picnic Area, which is off of 
Dry Creek Rd in Auburn. Hopefully you 
will enjoy the walk and start noticing  
and finding birds whenever you are 
outdoors. Binoculars will greatly 
enhance your experience. Contact the 
trip leader if weather is questionable.

Bird Walk for Beginners, Grass Valley
Sunday: November 20 / December 18 /
                  January 15
    8:00 am - 10:00am 
Leader: Dan Stewart    1-530-265-4677
  dcstew@outlook.com

This walk is designed for beginners, 
but more skilled birders are helpful and 
welcome. We’ll talk about binoculars, 
how and where to find birds, what to 
look for when you find one. We meet 
in the parking lot of the Briar Patch 
Market on Sierra College Drive in 
Grass Valley. We walk for a little less 
than two miles and it usually takes 
about two hours. Fifteen to twenty 
different species are almost guaranteed, 
especially with enough sharp eyes 
and ears. It’s a nice walk up over the 
hill at Sierra College and back to
the Briar Patch. Come on out and 
help us find and identify some birds. 
Be aware of the weather and dress 
appropriately. A little light drizzle 
won’t cause a cancellation, but a
real rain storm will. Please contact 
Dan if the weather is questionable.Colusa National Wildlife 

Refuge / Sutter Buttes
Saturday, November 26 
                    8:00 am - 5:00pm 
Leader:    Ted Beedy      1-530-274-7232
                    tbeedy@comcast.net

We always schedule this trip in late 
November to maximize our chances of 
seeing large concentrations of waterfowl 
and other water birds wintering in the 
Central Valley. Colusa National Wildlife 
Refuge is among the best places to 
view this great, annual spectacle. We 
should see more than 100,000 geese 
and ducks, and on past trips we have 
identified more than 80 species of birds. 
We will also drive around the Sutter 
Buttes to look for raptors, songbirds, 
and Sandhill Cranes, and we’ll go from 
there to District 10 north of Marysville 
to see thousands of Tundra Swans, 
White-faced Ibis, and myriad other 
waterfowl as the sun sets over the 
Buttes. Bring a lunch and something to 
drink, and wear warm clothes, including 
a raincoat if the weather is wet--the 
trip is on, rain or shine. Meet at the 
Park and Ride at the intersection of 
Highway 20 and Pleasant Valley Road 
at 8:00AM. We’ll get back to Grass 
Valley at about 5PM, estimated driving 
time is 1.5 hours each way. Please pre-
register at least a week before the trip.

South Yuba River State Park 
Sponsored Bird Walk 
Saturday: November 26 / January 28
                     8:30 am - 10:30am 
Leader:     Allen Bertke      1-530-913-2722
      bertke@pacbell.net

This walk will be perfect for beginners, 
but all levels of birders are welcome. 
The more eyes the better. Meet at the  
tiny Kneebone Cemetery just south of  
the Bridgeport Visitor’s center on 
Pleasant Valley Rd. Free parking. We  
will follow Kentucky Creek to the Yuba 
River, past the Visitor’s center and 
historic hay and wagon barn, then  
across the longest covered bridge in 
the country, the Bridgeport Covered 
Bridge. We will see the common 
foothill species, varying by season, 
usually at least 20 species per trip. 
The American Dipper and Bald 
Eagles are frequently seen here. 
If weather is questionable 
contact the leader.

Bird Walk for Beginners - 
Traylor Ranch, Penryn
Saturday, December 3
                     8:30 am - 10:30am 
Leader:     Sarah Roeske   
                     roeske.sarah@gmail.com

Meet at 8:30 AM in the parking lot 
off Humphrey Road at the southeast 
corner of Traylor Ranch Nature Reserve 
and Bird Sanctuary in Penryn. Note: 
the address for the Reserve is 5050 
English Colony Road in Penryn. This 
trip is intended for beginners, but 
experienced birders are welcome and 
add to the experience for all. Traylor 
Ranch affords an opportunity to see the 
resident species of the lower foothills 
and valley floor, usually twenty or more 
different species. We’ll spend about two 
hours and walk a little more than a mile. 
Come on out, bring your binoculars 
and help us find some birds. The more 
eyes and ears, the more birds we’ll see. 
Here’s the Placer County website for
Traylor Ranch:   
https://www.placer.ca.gov/6085/Traylor-
Ranch-Nature-Reserve-and-Bird-Sa
If weather looks questionable 
contact Sarah.

Bird Walk at Placer Nature Center
Saturday, November 12 
                    8:00 am - 10:00am 
3700 Christian Valley Road, Auburn, CA.
Leader:     Jean Matsuno

Placer Nature Center is located on 60 
acres in the Sierra Foothills in Auburn, 
with a 5-acre preserve. According to  
their website, it is “a place where people 
of all ages can explore their link with the 
out-of-doors and use the environment 
and our exhibits for educational growth.” 
The Center is opening its grounds to 
Sierra Foothill Audubon for occasional 
birding walks. Join us on Saturday, 
November 12, 2022 to bird the Nature
Trail: a 1-mile loop through their 
beautiful oak woodland property, and 
their vegetable and fruit garden. The  
trail has an easy/moderate grade, but  
will be slippery if it becomes wet with 
rain. This walk will be cancelled if it is 
raining. Meet in the parking lot at 8AM.
Please use the Sierra Foothills Audubon’s 
“Contact Us” email for any questions.  
For Placer Nature Center information  
and map, here is the link to their  
website: https://placernaturecenter.org/
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A VERY UNUSUAL BROOD
By Kate Brennan 

Nesting in bluebird boxes started 
very early this past year in the Sierra 
foothills – bluebird eggs appeared 
in one of my boxes on March 23. 
And many unusual activities were 
reported by our nestbox monitors 
throughout the season. But the tale 
of this very unusual brood is my 
most fascinating experience in 10 
years of monitoring nest boxes.

This most unusual nest was 
on our Garden Bar trail in Nevada 
County. Nest boxes are usually 
visited once a week once monitoring 
begins, and on the 7th visit of the 
season to this box (4/28), it was 
apparent that a Western Bluebird 
(WEBL) was building a nest and it 
was almost complete. The next week, 
it was complete, however, there 
was black and white fur around the 
edges, indicative of an Ash-throated 
Flycatcher (ATFL) nest. And there 
was an ATFL in a nearby tree calling 
out. Next visit, 2 lovely brown and 
white ATFL eggs were in the nest, 
along with a bit more black fur. So, it 
looked like the ATFL won the battle 
for that box. However, on the next 
visit, there were 5 eggs in the nest, 
but now there were 3 ATFL eggs, 
and 2 beautiful bluebird eggs, with 
a female Western Bluebird on the 
telephone wire.  WHOA, a mixed 
brood. I had never seen this before.
So the question that came to my 
mind was – who was going to sit 
on these eggs??  Would they all 
hatch?  Who’s going to feed them? 
The first egg to hatch was a Western 
Bluebird. You can see in the photo, 
one scrawny pinkie with one blue egg 
remaining and 3 white and  brown 
eggs. And who flew out of the nest as 
we approached – the Ash-throated 
Flycatcher. The only parents seen in 
all subsequent visits were the Ash-
throated Flycatchers. On our next to 
last visit to this box, we were lucky 
to observe the two ATFL parents in 
nearby trees calling to the nestlings, 

and as Rhian Gastineau, the monitor 
helping me this season, approached 
the box, one fledgling ATFL flew 
out and crashed into the tree near 
one parent.  Rhian quickly snapped 
a photo inside the nestbox and 
hurried back to the car. The photo 
she took showed alternating ATFL 
and WEBL nestlings all lined up like 
little jets ready to take to the air. 

AMAZED and DELIGHTED!  
As monitors, we rarely get to 
witness the actual fledging 
of the young birds.

But we sat in the car and 
watched for a bit to see what would 
happen next, and were overjoyed as 
we watched another young ATFL 
fly out of the nest box, lured by the 
incessant calling of the parents.  

Since two birds had already 
fledged, it was likely the others would 
follow suit, that day or the next.  But 
it was VERY HOT, so we left.  And 
we went back for the final visit to 
this box 3 days later, just to see if the 
Western Bluebirds did indeed fly off 
with the Ash-throated Flycatcher 
family, and we found the box empty 
and it appeared that all the birds had 
fledged successfully (no dead birds 
inside).  It is my expectation that 
sometime I will notice some Western 
Bluebirds in my neighborhood with 

Curious Nest WEBL first to Hatch

Lined up for takeoff

very strange vocalizations – 
not totally a Western Bluebird 
sound, and not totally an 
Ash-throated Flycatcher. 

EDUCATION REPORT
Patti DeLuca and Jean Matsuno, 
Education Committee Co-chairs

“FARM DAY” is an annual, half-
day event for 2nd and 3rd graders 
sponsored by Nevada County’s Ag 
in the Classroom program and the 
NC Resource Conservation District. 
It took place on September 14 at 
the Nevada County Fairgrounds. 
SFAS had a booth there, staffed by 

Patti DeLuca and Kate Brennan 
who provided a bit of education for 
children from about 12 different 
classrooms in Nevada County.  Our 
focus was on how nesting birds 
can help farmers – by eating a lot 
of insects while the nestlings are 
growing. We did a bit of math with 
the kids, first having them guess how 
many bugs a day it might take to 
keep 5 baby bluebirds alive (about 
400). And even though they really 
hadn’t learned much multiplication, 
with help and lots of guessing, the 
kids figured out how many bugs 
would be eaten while the babies were 
in the nest for about 20 days (8,000 
bugs).  After this 5-minute lesson, the 
kids were transformed into parent 
bluebirds, and “flew” out to a grassy 
field to “catch” bugs (plastic) to bring 
back to feed the baby birds that 
Patti and Susan Barry had created 
using Papier Mache (see photos). 
It appeared that everyone involved 
had a very fun time.  A BIG THANK 
YOU to Susan Barry for her inspired 
creation of 2 nestlings in a nest.



SFAS Chapter Membership 
& renewal is $20 annually 
and includes The Phoebe 
newsletter and an invitation 
to attend the many chapter 
activities.  Your donation also  
supports our local science 
research projects, habitat 
conservation of our area’s   
birds, as well as education 
and scholarship grants to  
support our local youth.  

Send a check payable to:  

Sierra Foothills Audubon                        
Society, P.O. Box 1937,  
Grass Valley, CA 95945

For questions about 
membership, please go to our 
website, SFAS.org and click:

ABOUT --> CONTACT US

For membership in 
the National Audubon Society 

go online to Audubon.org

How to
Become 
A Member
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It is the mission of the Sierra Foothills Audubon Society to educate ourselves and others, conserve and restore natural ecosystems, 
focusing on birds, other wildlife, and their habitats for the benefit of humanity and the earth’s biological diversity.

This is a short 0.4 mile walk along a fairly level trail, passing 
through varied habitats. The trailhead and parking area 
is right off Cement Hill Road. A few of the birds to look 
for are Red-breasted Nuthatch; Anna’s Hummingbird; 
Red-shouldered Hawk; Belted Kingfisher; Acorn, Downy, 
Nuttall’s, Hairy, and Pileated Woodpeckers; Northern 
Flicker; Pacific-slope Flycatcher; Brown Creeper; Red- 
winged Blackbird; and don’t forget to look for pond turtles.

Directions: From Grass Valley, head north on CA-49/
State Hwy 20 E. Turn left onto CA-49 N. Go about 1 mile 
and turn right onto Cement Hill Road; then drive 0.1 
mile and turn left into the parking lot for the trailhead. 
For more places to go birding, check out our website: 

https://sierrafoothillsaudubon.org/activities/
birding/places-to-bird-nevada-county/

WHERE TO GO BIRDING
Hirschman

,
s Pond, Nevada City

Pileated Woodpecker

Photo Credit: Rudy Darling


