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    Native tree blossoms feed native pollinator insects; and the insects, in turn, feed the birds, a seasonal rhythm especially important to spring migrants like this Blackburnian Warbler, foraging for bugs among pecan blossoms (Carya illinoinensis).



  “Birds matter because they give us wings. And because if we save the birds, we will save the world.”


  —PEPPER TRAIL, USFWS forensic ornithologist




  Chapter 1TALLYING A YEAR’S BIRDS IN THE YARD


  A few years back, I decided to do a Big Year in the Yard—just a little challenge to see what kinds of birds showed up over the course of 12 months. I wasn’t looking for any earth-shattering results; I just wanted to know what’s here.


  So for 52 weeks I kept a spreadsheet on the kitchen table, ticking off the birds I saw each week. Some I spotted out the windows; more I caught sight of as I wandered the yard, standing all but motionless at strategic spots, spending hours being what I hoped to birds looked like just a lump in the landscape. A few birds I only heard; some I glimpsed as they flitted through undergrowth or foraged in treetops; most I watched at length, noting how and where and on what they foraged.


  The resulting spreadsheet isn’t very scientific because I didn’t tally how many I saw of each species, only which species and how frequently they appeared in the yard. For instance, the tick marks show that every week I saw “regulars,” like Northern Cardinals and American Goldfinches. But only during spring and fall migration did I log most of the warblers. A few rather unusual birds I saw only once over the 365 days, like Black-billed Cuckoo, Cape May and Blackburnian Warblers, and Yellow-throated and Blue-headed Vireos. A few migrants lingered multiple days but no more than a week, like the Orchard Oriole that settled in to feed during a single week in late May and the male Purple Finch that visited several days in late November. And so it went for the year.
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  A migrating Cape May Warbler stopped to fuel up in our bird-friendly yard during his spring journey north.


  Over the course of those 12 months, I tallied 114 bird species on our little three-acre property in southwestern Indiana. Did I miss any visitors? No way to know for sure, of course, but I’m certain I did. Still, the count is probably a fairly realistic summary of what’s here—and when.


  Okay, so my Big Year in the Yard is truly No Big Deal, at least not to anyone else. It’s a slow game, certainly not one for those who bore easily, grow weary of repetition, get too hot or too cold in the great outdoors, or give way to cell phone distractions. Nor is it a game for those short on commitment. By mid-June, it would have been easy to quit. There’s no competition, no reward, no prize. And basically nobody else cares.


  Even with seemingly few rewards, however, I’m compelled to feel that somehow I did win something during this challenge—maybe not something tangible, but to me at least, something valuable. What I learned about birds that year can’t be compared with any other birding activity in which I’ve been engaged—except maybe, of course, voluminous reading about birds and peeking in on the many authorities’ observations.


  Indeed, the year-long challenge brought home a few startling observations, most of them real kickers—the “Who would have guessed that?” kind of kicker. As a result, even without a degree in biology, I was forced, by the obvious conclusions, to quit rattling on and on about what to feed, what kind of feeders to use, and where to strategically place those feeders. I already had the ultimate bird feeders in my yard, and I needed to make those feeders even better.


  Here’s what I mean:


  
    Kicker 1: Of the 114 species sighted in the yard that year, a mere 29 species came to my well-stocked feeders. That’s only about a quarter of the species tallied. That kicker alone was enough to bring me to a full halt, taking stock of that number and what it meant.


    And so: Given that 75 percent of birds never came to feeders, the conclusion seems clear: There’s more to attracting birds than putting out feeders and feed. Attracting birds to the yard must have some other component.


    Kicker 2: Of the 114 species sighted in the yard that year, 76—or a whopping 67 percent—visited only seasonally. About half of the 76—or about 33 percent of the total—only migrated through, showing up during a few weeks in April and May and/or for a few weeks in September and October. Only one of these migrants visited feeders, but many visited water features.


    And so: Given that about one-third of the birds that visited the yard were migrating, headed farther north in spring to nest, maybe as far north as Canada, or headed farther south in fall, maybe as far south as central South America, the conclusion seems clear: To provide habitat attractive to migrants, the yard must offer the necessary nutrition to stoke the metabolic needs of long-distance fliers. That kind of nutrition comes in the form of insects (high protein) in spring and rich lipids (fats) in fall. Whatever offers those two in-demand nutritional foods will help build the ultimate feeder.


    Kicker 3: Of the 76 seasonal birds sighted in the yard, a full one-quarter spent the summer here nesting before returning to their winter ranges. Think Summer and Scarlet Tanagers, Indigo Buntings, Baltimore Orioles—you know, the really bright neotropical migrants that come here to nest and raise their babies.


    And so: Given that about 25 percent of birds came here to nest and raise babies, that our year-round resident birds also obviously nest and raise babies here, and that 96 percent of songbirds feed their babies bugs, the conclusion seems clear: To provide healthy, nutritious habitat for nesting birds, I must attract the bugs—the big-time ultimate feeder.


    [image: image]


    Purple Martins, which come from South America to the US to raise their families, feed their babies bugs, this female providing a cicada to her nestlings.
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    About 96 percent of songbirds feed their babies bugs, including year-round resident Song Sparrows, this one having snagged a mayfly for its nestlings.


    Kicker 4: Of the 76 seasonal birds sighted in the yard, about one-quarter spent the winter here. Relatively speaking, I suppose the winter-only birds consider southwestern Indiana a sort of Caribbean getaway, far less snow-and ice-clad than their breeding territories in the boreal forests of Canada and parts farther north. At my house, the winter-only visitors come in the likes of White-throated and White-crowned Sparrows, Dark-eyed Juncos, Pine Siskins, Yellow-rumped Warblers, and Purple Finches.


    And so: Given that some birds come here only for the winter, the yard must provide significant winter forage and ample winter shelter. After all, it’s not really the Caribbean here. So the ultimate winter feeder must also somehow, at least indirectly, include shelter.


    Kicker 5: Of the 114 species sighted in the yard that year, some foraged only in the upper canopy, some foraged midcanopy, and some foraged only on or near the ground; some hung out mostly in conifers; some stayed concealed in brambles; some visited the garden for seeds or nectar; and some focused their attention on berries or bugs. Just like people, they didn’t all want to live or eat in the same kinds of places or from the same menu.


    And so: Given that certain species were spotted only in certain specific types of habitat, and given the observation that varied birds favored a varied menu, the conclusion seems clear: The greater the diversity of habitat, the greater the diversity of birds. So the ultimate feeders must offer foraging high, mid, and low, and also present fodder in a wide range of offerings.


    Kicker 6: Of the 114 species sighted in the yard that year, about 50—or roughly 44 percent—would likely be considered unusual yard birds, winged wonders like Mourning Warbler, Blue-headed Vireo, and Wood Thrush.
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    Each bird species demonstrates feeding-site preferences, some high in the canopy, some midlevel, and some, like Brown Thrashers, low on or near the ground.


  
    And so: Maybe there’s something about the habitat that drew these unusual birds to the yard. After all, for birds, life is always and singularly about habitat. The effect of habitat on birds comes down to three important and somewhat overlapping principles:


  1. Change the habitat and you’ll change which birds live there.


  2. Diversify the habitat and you’ll diversify the birds that live there.


  3. Eliminate the favored habitat and you’ll eliminate the birds that lived there.

  


  WHAT IS HABITAT?


  What do we mean by “habitat”? In short, good habitat offers suitable food, shelter, nest sites, nest materials, and water to sustain creatures’ lives. The big wrinkle in that simple explanation is that for birds, everything except water (and even that, sometimes) comes naturally from plants. To survive, birds are irrevocably tied to the vegetation around them, for food, for shelter, for nest sites, for nest materials. In simple terms, then, to better serve the birds, we as hosts should add more plants, not more feeders. Let me be the first in this discussion, however, to admit it: Feeders are really for us, to attract some birds closer to our windows for our own selfish enjoyment, an activity that I’m betting every one of us truly enjoys.


  THE ULTIMATE FEEDER


  Now, back to that ultimate feeder. How we make the botanical habitat more suitable to birds is almost as far-ranging as the yards in which those habitats grow. The key element, however, the one common denominator for everything that makes habitat most suitable for birds, is not the addition of just any plants. Rather, it’s the addition of plants that provide food. Furthermore, we’re not talking here only about direct food production, like seed, berries, fruit, and nectar. We’re also talking about indirect food production—plants that supply birds’ protein, in the form of insects that themselves reside on or find support from plants.
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  Good bird habitat supports sheltered, secure nest sites, including those for cavity nesters like Greatcrested Flycatchers, this one checking out a potential cavity in an American sycamore tree (Platanus occidentalis).


  Think, for example, about Lepidoptera host plants, those plants on which butterflies, skippers, and moths lay their eggs. To oversimplify the process, butterflies, skippers, and moths choose very specific plants as hosts for their eggs and, following, the larvae. Monarchs, for instance, while they nectar on a wide variety of blossoms, lay their eggs only on milkweed plants. Other Lepidoptera likewise nectar broadly but choose specific plant hosts for their eggs. When the eggs hatch, the larval caterpillars of all those butterflies, skippers, and moths feed on the leaves of their host plants. The host plants get their food through photosynthesis, a process by which plants use energy from the sun to turn carbon dioxide and water into energy-rich glucose (sugar) and, as a by-product, release oxygen into the air. So, as the caterpillars munch the leaves and grow, they are converting the product of photosynthesis into protein. How clever is that!
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  A monarch butterfly nectars on the blossoms of swamp milkweed (Asclepias incarnata), one of the milkweed species on which she will lay her eggs.


  The protein that caterpillars embody, along with that from other plant-eating insects and their eggs and larvae, is the single protein source for songbirds. No hamburger, grilled chicken, or pot roast—just plant-hosted protein. Bugs, their eggs, and their larvae offer the right amount of protein in just the right size and serve it up at the right place at the right time for birds and their babies to thrive. Think about it this way: The protein necessary for birds’ survival ultimately comes from or is supported almost entirely by native plants. It follows, then, that if you want the viewing pleasure of birds in your yard, you’ll need those protein-supporting native plants in your yard!


  Here’s the kicker regarding the symbiotic bugplant world: In general, native plants support native bugs that feed our native birds. In many cases, in fact, the chemical composition of the leaves of nonnative plants makes many of those plant parts unpalatable—sometimes even toxic—to native bugs.


  WHAT’S THE DEAL WITH NATIVE PLANTS?


  So, who knew? The landscaping around our homes isn’t just for decoration. It serves, or should serve, a purpose—in fact, a life-or-death purpose—for birds. But, since plants are not created equal, only if we have the right plants do we feed the birds! And how do we know?


  Let’s take a look at why and how and what we can do to meet birds’ needs—whether they be birds that grace our yards year-round, come to nest in summer, visit only in winter, or sail through during spring and fall migrations. Following a few simple directives, you really can make a life-giving change for birds. Then think how good you’ll feel knowing you helped some one-ounce feathered miracle survive its perhaps 5,000-mile journey home.


  Meanwhile, you will have created the absolute ultimate bird feeder.


  In spite of all that potentially life-saving bird support, however, here’s betting that you have a zillion questions about what native plants are, what they look like, and how they would fit in your yard. Maybe you even have doubts about whether you really want native plants in your meticulously manicured yard. So, let’s answer those questions with some down-and-dirty details to help you make an informed decision.


  Before we do that, however, let’s get to some other down-and-dirty details—about why and how birds use plants. And it’s not just about food.
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  After a daunting migration from South America, a male Baltimore Oriole gleans nourishment from eastern cottonwood catkins (Populus deltoides).



  “If homeowners used native plants in their yards—which would enable them to control pests without using pesticides—it would represent the largest habitat-restoration for birds ever taken.”


  —JOHN FLICKER, President, National Audubon Society




  Chapter 2UNDERSTANDING BIRDS’ DEPENDENCY ON NATIVE PLANTS


  What’s all this chatter about birds needing native plants? At first glance, they seem to lead the simple life. They flit about, wing across the yard or soar above it, enjoying lovely days but hunkering down in bad weather. They breed in spring and summer, and otherwise lounge about.


  That idyllic scenario, however, couldn’t be further from the truth. Yes, they flit about, wing across the yard or soar above it; but when they do, it’s purposeful. The flitting about is almost always part of their ongoing search for food, always foraging for the next tidbit—bug, berry, seed, or sap. But dining is not a single-feature event. While the food search is on, birds must ever and always be on guard against predators, usually sneaky, well-concealed, and speedy predators. Get too distracted foraging for a suitable meal, and the bird becomes a meal itself. But if a bird fails to find sufficient nutrition for even a day, it may not live to see the next. Birds live on the edge. Always.


  And plants, specifically native plants—or the absence thereof—determine whether birds continue to live on the edge or fall off. To understand how that all plays out, how native plants can have such an impact, let’s do a quick, seriously condensed review of a year in the life of a bird.


  A YEAR IN THE LIFE OF A BIRD


  Let’s start the year in spring. Birds in the eastern US breed only during spring and summer, sometimes raising a single brood, sometimes several. Nesting females, however, are especially vulnerable, sitting quietly, presumably well concealed but nevertheless recognizable by hungry predators that can smell birds even when they can’t see them. Even if the female escapes predation, her nest may not. The effect is not only a lost opportunity to reproduce—the only true purpose birds have—but also the loss of energy and effort.
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  While building her nest, a female Northern Cardinal searches for, selects, and snaps off a twig from an American beautyberry bush (Callicarpa americana). Birds exert significant effort building a nest that might include 300 to 400 pieces of vegetation.


  I once took apart a failed Northern Cardinal nest. As I dismantled the nest bit by bit, I was overwhelmed by the immensity of it all. The woven masterpiece, a scant 6 inches in diameter, contained 314 pieces—leaves, a few sticks, small twigs, grasses, strips of grapevine bark, pieces of bald cypress tree bark. Each of the 314 pieces represented a search for the right piece of the right size and the right shape. Each represented a flight to the nest and placement in the creation. Each represented a significant expenditure of time and a significant exertion of effort. What’s more, during every moment of that now-deemed-fruitless effort, the bird remained vigilant to save her very life. Predators always lurk.


  Nest completed, the female laid five eggs, together nearly equaling her own weight. Producing enough calcium to form the eggshells alone necessitated a loss of her own body’s minerals, and producing the embryos dramatically challenged her physical strength and stamina. Incubating the eggs demanded unfailing attention to protect the nest, feeding only briefly and, we hope, successfully.


  When the nest failed because a snake helped itself to her eggs, all of that time and energy was lost. Since the summer was young, she likely re-nested, but that further challenged her wellbeing. Of course, the snake fed to live another day. In that respect, the eat-or-be-eaten cycle represents, once again, Mother Nature’s balance. She’s not always sweetness and light.


  When nesting is successful, a different challenge faces the adult pair, assuming both sexes raise the brood. (Male hummingbirds, for example, never support the nesting effort and never help raise the young.) Generally, breeding adults must feed their brood while they also feed themselves, a daily frenetic search that never slows even in rain, wind, heat, or humidity. The little ones, often noisy, now need protection against predators that can not only smell but now hear the ruckus that represents to them a life-giving meal.


  Midsummer Crisis


  Once the offspring fledge and scatter, off on their own, you’d think the adults could finally settle in for a much-needed rest. Well, not so fast. At season’s end, adults molt, shedding and replacing faded, worn, and damaged feathers. They’ve had a rough summer, after all, scooting in and out of nests, rubbing against vegetation while foraging, and following an exhaustive routine, searching with single focus for bugs to feed demanding babies and themselves. Now, though, they must ready themselves for winter—maybe winter in a place as far away as South America.


  The long, drawn-out process of molting takes up to 12 weeks, depending on the species, and leaves birds vulnerable. While they shed and replace their feathers systematically and symmetrically across their bodies (they can’t go naked, after all!), a few missing flight feathers necessarily hinder flight—never a good thing with a predator on the chase. So molting birds tend to lie low, seek shelter, and hang out where an abundance of food allows them to forage leisurely and safely. You might well guess, however, that growing new feathers—between 1,500 and 3,000 of them on small songbirds—requires unimaginable energy. Look at it this way: Feathers are 90 percent protein, primarily keratins. To put that in perspective, feathers contain 25 percent of the protein found in a bird’s entire body. To meet the energy demands required to produce all those feathers, birds need diets singularly high in protein. Think bugs. To produce bright feather color, birds need diets high in lipids. Think fats. Think berries.


  [image: image]


  An American Goldfinch shows evidence of molting. During this time, when flight is compromised, birds seek safety in dense shelter.


  If birds molt in your yard, then, they need safe habitat, lots of protein (bugs), and lots of fats (berries). Birds weakened already by the heavy demands of the breeding season often struggle to survive the nutritional demands—and the safety crisis—that accompany molt.


  Winter Nears


  By this time in the annual cycle, winter nears. The many-faceted challenge of surviving winter brings about the demise of many birds. The simple truth, however, is that many birds do stay. And they do survive. Those tough little winter-bird dynamos earn my respect. Big time.


  Where I live in southwestern Indiana, and to the north, winter hits stay-at-home birds with a four-way whammy. First, severe cold demands birds consume more calories in order to survive. Logically, finding more calories takes more time. But short winter days slash foraging time in half, from 16 hours of daylight to a mere 8—less if you live farther north. There’s a double whammy already.


  Next, add snow, maybe a foot or more, depending on where you live, and birds need their own snowplows to find sufficient food. Foraging in protected patches, under dense vegetation, they hunt for open spots that may offer up a few morsels. They check cracks and crevices of tree bark for hidden delicacies. They rely on their caches, those stealthily concealed tidbits hidden in the fall. They glean buds. They scratch into the snow to reach leaf litter, hoping to discover nourishment there. Now, a bird’s only goal is finding food to sustain body heat and shelter to gain protection against the elements.


  Finally, as winter drags to an end, birds face a direct hit from the fourth whammy. Food grows more and more scarce, gobbled up, crushed, or spoiled, dwindling more quickly in years when summer’s drought renders seed and berry crops short. It’s a tough go for overwintering birds. Still, they can survive the cold if they can find enough to eat. Think plants—seeds and berries—and the things plants harbor—eggs and larvae in tree trunks and under leaf litter. Even as we mere humans see trees and other vegetation as bare sticks and skeletal silhouettes, for birds the grocery store doors remain open, even if shelves hold scant supplies. Life continues, still and always, only because of plants, including those that may be in your yard.


  Migrants on the Move


  Then there are the birds that migrate after raising their broods—not a bad plan if you don’t mind the commute. Gone, for instance, are Gray Catbirds, House Wrens, Ruby-throated Hummingbirds, Scarlet and Summer Tanagers, Indigo Buntings, Rose-breasted Grosbeaks, and Yellow-billed Cuckoos; all the flycatchers and gnatcatchers; all but one of the warblers; all the swifts, swallows, and martins; all the nighthawks and whip-poor-wills. They’re gone, snapping up bugs in places as far south as Brazil. Sounds tropically delightful, until I think about a single tiny creature, weighing perhaps less than an ounce, flapping its way more than 9,000 miles to Brazil and back—and living to tell about it. Indeed, various GPS, radio, and satellite tracking systems do the telling, proving what seems unbelievable. How do they survive? Again, think plants—for on-the-road food and shelter.
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  During spring and fall, migrants like Black-throated Green Warblers need reliable migratory stopovers where they can refuel and rest before continuing their journey the next night.


  We call those places where migrating birds pause for food and shelter “migratory stopovers.” Migrants prefer that these patches be thick with protective shelter, rich with nourishing bugs and berries, and refreshing with water for drink and bath. In many ways, migratory stopovers parallel our interstate highway rest stops, where we grab a snack, perhaps take a nap, and fuel up for the next leg of the trip. Since most songbirds migrate at night, by early dawn they’re ready to alight, refuel, rest, and refresh. By sunset, they’re off again.


  Sounds simple, right? Just stop when the sun is about to rise and hang out for the day. We humans, however, have created a problem, a life-or-death problem, for birds. We’ve bulldozed and paved thousands and thousands of acres that were once migratory stopovers for thousands and thousands of birds. Those feeding stopover spots, hardwired in birds’ brains over millions of years of genetic tweaks, disappeared.


  Compare their plight to yours: You’ve traveled for hours, your fuel gauge says “empty,” and you’re hungry. You’ve traveled this way before, many times, so you know (equivalent to the bird’s genetic hardwiring) that there’s a rest stop 23 miles ahead. When you arrive, however, you’re shocked. The rest area is closed, the gas station out of business, the restaurant boarded up. You try to struggle on, but the car sputters, and you’re stranded alongside the road. For you, a simple cell phone call can do the trick. For birds, not so. Surely I need not explain the result. I will explain, however, that over the long haul, migratory bird populations have declined dramatically, and lost migratory stopovers are in large part to blame.


  Our yards, however, can become migratory stopovers. Every single berry-producing bush may make the difference for some bird’s migratory survival. This platitude is not just something I read about, thought sounded good, and decided to pass along. I’ve counted migratory birds in my own yard, and I know it to be true.


  The Year’s Wrap-Up


  So, there you have it—a condensed version of a year in the life of a bird. By now you know that birds never have time to “lounge about.”


  No matter what they’re doing, however, be it eating, choosing nest sites, building nests, caring for their broods, molting, overwintering, or migrating, birds depend on the vegetation around them. Well, no, let’s put that more emphatically: They’re irrevocably tied to the vegetation around them—especially native vegetation.


  Next, then, let’s take a close look at exactly how that plays out, beginning with plants as food.
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  The Eastern Meadowlark, shown here at its on-the-ground nest, is one of the top 10 avian species in serious decline because of habitat loss, including its grassland nesting habitat.


  PLANTS AS FOOD


  Before humans invaded birds’ territories, the birds survived quite nicely without us. Mother Nature’s plan for perfect balance availed the birds of food, and the fittest survived. They didn’t rely on decorative or sometimes elaborate feeders delivering sunflower or safflower seed, nyjer seed or peanuts, suet or mealworms.


  Given today’s dramatic loss of habitat, perhaps we should, out of guilt, feel compelled to help however we can. After all, we’ve destroyed so much of many birds’ habitats, especially their breeding habitats, that their populations have plummeted—Eastern Meadowlarks, Bobolinks, Evening Grosbeaks, Northern Bobwhites, Field Sparrows, and Grasshopper Sparrows, to name a few of the top 10 in decline. As a kid, I listened to Eastern Meadowlarks sing “spring of the a-year” most every summer day. Now, I’ll jam on the brakes to come to a screeching halt if I detect one while traveling—just to hear that song again. In every case, the plummeting populations have been the result of the loss of habitat. Think “loss of vegetation.”


  Bird Feeders at the Ready


  These days, it’s common practice for folks to mount feeders, with some feeding stations more expensive than my own set of dinnerware. We worry about the quality of the feeders and feed; we worry about protecting the feeders from scavenging rascals like raccoons and squirrels; and we spend more money feeding birds than what families in third-world countries earn in a year.


  We do it in the name of helping birds. Don’t misunderstand—I do it, too, although perhaps to a more modest extent than some. But let’s be perfectly honest here: We really mount and fill feeders in order to draw in the birds for our personal enjoyment. It’s a selfish habit that we enjoy. And after all, who doesn’t enjoy watching a brilliantly colored Northern Cardinal cracking sunflower seeds and, during mating season, feeding one to his equally lovely if more subtly colored mate? Who doesn’t thrill to an Eastern Bluebird pair snatching mealworms to feed a growing brood in that specially designed nest box mounted at garden’s edge? And who could ignore the gloriously tiny Ruby-throated Hummingbird feeding on syrup just inches from the kitchen window, his brilliant namesake ruby-colored gorget flashing in the light? We love ’em. So we feed ’em. So we love ’em even more!


  
    Environmental Cost

    OF FEEDERS AND FEED

  


  
    Beyond the dollars we pay outright for feeders and seed, what about the hidden costs—especially to the environment? As far as we know, no research or even sound estimates tally the indirect environmental costs for producing, packaging, and shipping commercially marketed wild-bird seed. But consider these questions:


    Are those sunflower seeds harvested from vast monoculture fields that have stolen away yet more natural habitat from the birds? What kind of and at what cost are fertilizers applied? Are the fields or crops treated by herbicides, fungicides, and/or insecticides? Is there result ing pollution, including runoff, from the use of fertilizers or pesticides? What are the CO2 emissions resulting from planting, harvesting, and transporting seed? How much nonrenewable fuel is used to transport wild-bird seed from field to feeder? What environmental issues are involved in the production of packaging? Do the inks used in package printing pollute air or water? Were trees that birds rely on cut down to make paper to bag the seeds? What are the CO2 emissions for that? At what energy cost are plastic containers produced, those little throwaway cartons for suet?
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    Adding an oak tree (Quercus spp.) to the yard feeds more birds than any other tree. Early-spring bugs attracted to oak catkins (shown here), summer’s host of Lepidoptera eggs and larvae, fall’s acorn crops, and winter’s leaf-liter provisions of eggs and larvae feed birds during all four seasons.


    Since most nyjer seed is grown in places like Ethiopia and India, are lands used for wild-bird seed production replacing land needed for human food production? And since any shipment of nyjer seed from Africa or Asia to the US requires, by government mandate, that the seed be sterilized to prevent germination and kill weed seeds, at what cost to the environment does that process occur? Who can ignore transportation costs from the opposite side of the world to US backyards?


    Listing similar questions about feeders themselves would take pages, since the environmental concerns depend on feeder construction—like size, materials, and manufacturing process, plus packaging, label printing, and transportation.


    So here’s the ethical issue: Are we using natural resources wisely by artificially feeding birds? What if we took all those direct and indirect dollars and used them to purchase native plants, restoring habitat that would naturally feed the birds? Buying feeders and seed is an effort with only short-term effects; planting for birds is long-term, maybe even a once-and-done effort. And—need we mention?—plants reduce CO2 from the air and add oxygen; their roots help retain moisture and prevent runoff; and their fallen leaves fertilize and revitalize the soil. All these advantages exist above and beyond feeding the birds.


    Something to think about, isn’t it?

  


  And that’s okay. Mostly.


  Some researchers have tried to prove we actually cause harm by artificially feeding birds, that we increase population density in feeder areas and thus encourage the spread of disease. Then we further spread disease through unwashed and untended moldy feeders. By attracting unusually high numbers of birds to an unnaturally small feeding area, maybe we also attract predators that then kill off the very birds we hope to enjoy. A few researchers suggest we even give birds a false sense of the natural availability of resources, encouraging too many birds to nest near the artificial source of feeder food, none of which is suitable for feeding babies. Babies eat only bugs. By keeping mess cleared away, feeders cleaned, and resources consistent, however, we can likely avoid the doomsayer problems. Avoiding the serious problems, though, requires making a serious commitment.


  Still, that leaves the babies without bugs.


  The real kicker here, though, is not from the doomsayers who would nix entirely the idea of feeders and feed. No, the real kicker, and the more disheartening part of this feed-the-birds exercise, rests in this unsettling statistic: Fewer than one-quarter of birds in my yard ever visit feeders. And therein lies the rub. To ignore the needs of more than 75 percent of birds seems carelessly wrong.


  Fortunately, it’s a wrong that’s easily righted.


  Imagine this land in the time before 1492, before Europeans arrived on the continent carrying from home the plants they loved. Prior to then, what did birds eat? It’s perhaps oversimplified to say that they ate what they found, but in fact, that is the singular truth.


  So let’s take a look at what birds eat in the old-fashioned way, without commercial feeders and bagged seed. We’re thinking here especially about the 75 percent of birds that never come to feeders. Altogether, songbirds’ diets include nectar, sap, berries, bugs, buds, blossoms, and seeds—all from native plants, those growing here prior to 1492.


  Plants—Not Just Flowers—for Nectar


  Among nectarivores—that is, birds that eat nectar—hummingbirds likely jump to the front of the line. Everyone knows they habitually visit blossoms for nectar. Their amazing memories allow them to remember which flowers they
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  Hummingbirds’ Protein Diet


  

  

  

  Seeds for Sustenance
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  Meeting the Needs of Many
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  Birds, Bugs, and the Plants They Love


  

  

  Foraging for Bugs
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