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Birders do more than just watch birds. 
We’re also engaged in helping to conserve 
them — in all sorts of ways.

BY TERRY RICH

ACTIONTAKING

Birders point their scopes and 
cameras at a distant group of 
birds. In addition to watching 
birds, most birders take part in 
conservation actions, like 
reporting sightings on eBird, 
joining bird counts, and leading 
bird walks. 
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I have long been puzzled over why we can’t get 
more funding for bird conservation out of public 
agencies in the United States. Over 45 million 
Americans watch birds, and 22% of all native bird 
species need conservation attention. Yet federal 
natural resource agencies and state wildlife 
agencies are always scrounging for real funding.  
I know. I worked in that arena for over 35 years.

After I retired from the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (FWS), I went back to 
school to take a closer look at this prob-
lem. For my Ph.D. research at Boise State 
University, I conducted a national survey 
of birders to discover what they know, 
where they get information, who influ-
ences their decision making, and what 
conservation actions they take. My goal 
was to find out what avenues might be 
open to mobilize those 45 million birders 
better to exert more influence on public 
funding for bird conservation. We aren’t 
doing nearly enough.

My dissertation runs for 285 pages, 
double-spaced. No one reads disserta-
tions, not even mothers, so I’ll spare you. 
But I thought you might be interested in 
what birders — that’s you — already do 
for bird conservation. Many readers of 
BirdWatching completed my survey, so 
thanks again for sharing your views.

I gave survey respondents 18 different 
actions they could say they did or didn’t 
take over the previous 12 months. Nearly 
100% of the 5,502 birders who responded 
said they took at least one of those actions. 
The average was over eight, revealing a 

completely useless. Actually, it’s worse 
than useless because it requires water, her-
bicides, pesticides, and energy for mowing 
and edging. Imagine all those acres cov-
ered with flowering and fruiting native 
plants instead. And if your homeowners 
association doesn’t get it, educate them. 

The next-most-common action (75.2%) 
was “renewed by memberships in conser-
vation organizations.” Of course, I would 
like to see 100%, but this is something we 
can work on through proper messaging. 
Even conservation organizations not pri-
marily focused on birds are apt to have 
benefits for bird habitats. One reason peo-
ple drop memberships is they “age out” of 
the group. That is a natural tendency across 
all types of organizations. As we age, we 
tend to lose enthusiasm for some enter-
prises we were keen on in younger years.

Offsetting that finding somewhat was 
another action, the 12th most frequent. 
Over 39% said they had “joined one or 
more additional conservation organiza-
tions.” I am a firm believer in organiza-
tions because they leverage our effective-
ness. Even if we don’t have the time or 
energy to take some action, at least we can 
support others who do.

The third-most-common action at 67% 
was “shared bird content on social media.” 
I’m sure some readers will turn up their 
noses at this one! Me? I share a lot of con-
tent because I think bird photos, news, and 
articles are perfectly worthwhile in both 
educating us and in spreading the joy. 

To use examples from my state, the 
Idaho Birding Facebook page now has 
more than 10,700 members, and it is 
growing steadily. Compare this to the 
Idaho Chapter of The Wildlife Society, 
with just over 1,300 people following, and 
the Idaho Sierra Club, with a little over 
3,100 people following. I’m a member of 
all three, and they are different in many 
ways. My point is, birders enjoy sharing 
bird photos, and this can’t help but lead 
to better bird conservation. Here’s a good 
bird conservation campaign — move 
photographers to action! I suspect every 
state has a similar page.

I had several options more political in 
nature. The fourth-most-common action 
was “voted for a candidate for office based 
on their environmental values.” This is 
general, so voters may have been looking 
at things like open-space protection, recy-
cling, energy conservation, or any number 

A female Allen’s Hummingbird feeds 
from a Mexican bush sage plant in  

a Los Angeles garden. Planting native 
plants is a common action birdwatchers 

take to help native birds.

of environmental values. I think you will 
agree all these things lead to better bird 
conservation. It also strongly suggests 
these birder/voters would be receptive 
to supporting specific bird conservation 
measures if they had the opportunity. 
Maybe you can give them something in 
your community.

Next up was one of several actions 
in the science support arena. Over 61% 
said they contributed checklists to eBird. 
I contribute almost every day but not 
because eBird keeps my life list or other 
lists. I contribute because of the scien-
tific power of its global database. This 
is another campaign that should be 
launched. We need to convince 100% of 
birders to use eBird.

Nearly 59% of respondents said they 
had “made monetary contributions, 
beyond my membership cost, to one or 
more conservation organizations.” This 
must be good news for all of us. But 
honestly, I don’t know if there is much 
more room to move on this one. I sus-
pect you, like me, get plenty of funding 
appeals from organizations we like a lot. 
I’m guessing many of us are already giv-
ing what we can. If not, then think about 
whether you can spare another $5. 

The next-most-common action was 
another science support activity — partic-
ipating in a Christmas Bird Count (CBC). 

Over 53% had taken part in the previous 
year. One thing I really like about the 
CBC is you can go to the website and 
readily get population trends for various 
species of birds at different geographic 
scales. This helps give substance to talks 
on winter birds. 

About 53% of respondents “contrib-
uted time to one or more conservation 
organizations.” This is an excellent indica-
tion of the willingness of birders to pitch 
in. It’s easy to send money, but when you 
take time from other activities in your life 
to help with conservation, it’s a great sign. 
Thanks for everything you do!

The ninth-most-common action was 
“voted to support a policy that benefits 
birds.” In retrospect, this probably wasn’t 
a good question. The 51.5% who did 
not select it may not have had such an 
opportunity in the previous 12 months. 
And if I asked, “would you vote for a 
policy that benefits birds?,” I’d likely get a 
100% positive response. This also doesn’t 
tell us much. My next national survey 
will be better.

The next action was “wrote e-mails, 
wrote letters, or made phone calls to one 
or more public agencies on behalf of a 
conservation issue.” Exactly 43% said 
they had done this. Having responded to 
public comments while working for both 
the U.S. Bureau of Land Management and 

In the desert southwest, xeriscape gardens require less water than other flowers 
and foliage that are not intended for arid landscapes, and they provide nutrients 
to the region’s native birds and other animals.

really engaged bunch! Excellent!
The most frequent action was “made 

my yard more desirable for birds.” Over 
83% of the respondents said they had. 
Because I did not have the survey space 
to ask more detailed follow-up questions, 
I don’t know exactly what that means. 
But I assume putting out food and water, 
planting native flowering and fruiting 
plant species, making windows more vis-
ible to birds, eliminating pesticide use, 
and keeping cats indoors are some of the 
actions birders took. Those are concrete 
things, within the power of individuals to 
do, with genuine benefits for birds. And 
we can almost always do more in the next 
year and the next.

I hope some of those birders also 
removed grass from their yards and 
replaced it with bird-friendly vegetation. 
More than 46 million acres of lawn can be 
found in the U.S., a “habitat” that is almost Pr
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83.3%  Made my yard more desirable for birds

75.2% Renewed my memberships in conservation organizations

67.4% Shared bird content on social media

65.2%  Voted for a candidate for office based on their environmental values

61.1%  Contributed checklists to eBird

58.5%  Made monetary contributions, beyond my membership cost, to one or more conservation organizations

53.1%  Participated in a Christmas Bird Count

53.0%  Contributed time to one or more conservation organizations

48.5%  Voted to support a policy that benefits birds

43.0%  Wrote e-mails, wrote letters, or made phone calls to one or more public agencies on behalf of a conservation issue

40.1%  Led bird walks

39.3%  Joined one or more additional conservation organizations

35.1%  Made presentations about birds

33.6%  Participated in a World Migratory Bird Day activity

25.0%  Participated in Project FeederWatch

24.6%  Participated in bird conservation as a part of my job

21.4%  Served as an officer in a bird organization

14.3%  Wrote editorials to the newspaper, articles for magazines, content for blogs, or similar

167833=
248752=
326674=
348652=
389611=
415585=
469531=
470530=
515485=
570430=
599401=
607393=
649351=
664336=
750250=
754246=
786214=
857143=

What we’re doing for birds
Terry Rich’s survey of birders asked if they took the 
following actions over the previous 12 months.

the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, I can 
tell you that public comments were taken 
seriously. You can’t change things if you 
just grouse about them. You have to com-
municate. Write. Call. Text. 

I’m sure sending messages is another 
arena where birders can have a bigger 
impact. But it takes some entity — prob-
ably a bird conservation organization 
— to set up and orchestrate appropriate 
campaigns. This is not happening at an 
adequate scale right now. Imagine the 
power of 45 million emails or texts to the 
director of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice. Let’s try it. In fact, I asked a former 
colleague, Tom Will, a retired FWS orni-
thologist, and he concurred. 

“If 45 million birders all contacted their 
federal senators and representatives and 
demanded increased funding for bird con-
servation, it would be a game-changer for 
reimagining how the planet might become 
a healthier place for birds and people,” he 
said. “Birds are one of the most sensitive 
indicators of environmental sustainability; 
if it’s good for birds, it’s good for people. If 
we lose our birds, we lose our bodies and 

our souls. Birds are the embodiment of 
nature that will save us.”

My next two questions looked in more 
detail at the time birders had contributed. 
Over 40% said they had led bird walks, 
and over 35% said they had made pre-

sentations about birds. These actions are 
relatively easy to do, but they take time. 
The nice thing is these activities make 
use of the skills and knowledge we bird-
ers already have, and we can spread the 
knowledge and joy of birds right in our 

own town. People are receptive. I know it 
from my own experience. Assemble your 
show and take it on the road.

International Migratory Bird Day was 
created shortly after the creation of Part-
ners in Flight in 1990. It later became 
World Migratory Bird Day (WMBD) to 
simplify celebrating the event across all 
the latitudes on the planet. I learned nearly 
34% of the respondents had participated 
in a WMBD activity. This is encouraging 
because the WMBD website (www.migra-
torybirdday.org) has many activities and 
products birders can grab off the shelf to 
conduct or enhance a bird conservation 
outreach event in their own community. 

The 15th item was “participated in 
Project FeederWatch.” Nearly all the 
respondents reported having at least one 
bird feeder (the average was about five), 
but only 25% participated in Feeder-
Watch. This is a much lower participation 
rate than for eBird (61%) and Christmas 
Bird Counts (53%). I compare Feeder-
Watch data to Christmas Bird Count data 
to make distinctions among various win-
tering species in Idaho. 

The third-to-last option was “par-
ticipated in bird conservation as a part 
of my job.” Almost one-quarter of the 
respondents worked in bird conserva-
tion. This result has several implications 
for all the results. But I’ve found from my 
own employment experience that people 
working in bird conservation may or may 
not be birders, or listers, or any of the 
other stereotypes. It may just be a good 
job for a good purpose. 

The second-to-last answer was “served 
as an officer in a bird organization.” This 
was another way to look at time commit-
ment. A little over 21% of birders have 
played this role, which is a surprisingly 
high level, to my way of thinking. There 
is little fame and glory, and few riches, in 
fulfilling these leadership positions. It tells 
me a lot of the birding population has a 
serious level of dedication, which can be 

built upon in more aggressive bird con-
servation strategies. Thanks to all of you 
who have put your Wednesday nights to 
good use.

The least-popular answer was “wrote 
editorials to the newspaper, articles for 
magazines, content for blogs, or simi-
lar.” Only 14.3% of respondents replied 
they had done this. I think this is another 
arena where birders can have a much big-
ger impact on society. We have passion, 
knowledge, ideas, and opinions, and I 
think we can do more to express those 
through the huge variety of media outlets 
available today. The most popular blog 
topics today — fashion, food, travel, home 
improvement, etc. — have little or noth-
ing to do with nature or the environment. 
Come on, we can do better for the birds 
we value so much!

In the end, birders I connected with 

showed a huge amount of activism and 
passion for bird conservation. They par-
ticipate, lead, give time, donate money, 
are politically active, contribute to sci-
ence, communicate, and share. Of course 
you do. I know you. My earliest life expe-
riences were shaped by people just like 
you. As a result, I have spent my life in 
bird conservation. All I’m saying is, we 
can do more. Join me and take another 
step toward conserving birds. 

Terry Rich is the former national coordinator 
for Partners in Flight. He is an honorary lifetime 
member of the American Ornithological Society 
and is on the board of the Idaho Environmental 
Education Association. He writes a weekly column 
on birds for the Idaho Press and is currently 
pursuing a Ph.D. in public policy from Boise State 
University. He wrote “The Well-Rounded Birder” in 
our March/April 2020 issue.

Eastern Bluebirds perch on a 
nest box. The widespread 
establishment of nest boxes 
in the bluebird’s range and 
the dedication of North 
American Bluebird Society 
members have helped the 
species increase its numbers.

The reach of social media: An 
Instagram search for “birding” 

leads to a trove of photos.

‘If it’s good for birds,  
it’s good for people.  
If we lose our birds,  
we lose our bodies  

and our souls.’
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