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Bald Eagles, Humpty 
Dumpty and the ESA
Kim Thorburn
Two adult bald eagles stood in a stately pose atop the 
growing pile of woven branches. As fall drew toward 
winter, the nest seemed to rebuild daily after it toppled 
to complete destruction right before its second eaglet 
fledged the previous spring. About a quarter-mile 
from the river, the snag top of the living Douglas fir in 
basalt scree tumble must be a perfect bald eagle nest 
perch. Here they were, the eagle pair, putting the piec-
es back together again.

Before its demise, it was 
a hugely successful nest. 
Growing annually with 
autumn repairs, I lost count 
of its many spring fledges. 
In later years, its spring 
activity only became 
apparent when the grow-
ing nestlings forced the 
feeding parent to stand on 
its edge. The families even 
became hard to see from 
the coulee ledge above, as 

the ever deepening cup buried a setting parent and tiny 
nestlings from view.

The bald eagle nest seemed symbolic of the per-
sistence of the species. The bald eagle was an early 
success of the Endangered Species Act (ESA), a 
species on the brink put back together again after DDT 
was banned and nests were protected. With its healthy 
recovery, the bald eagle is an imperfect symbol for 
what the ESA has proven it can do: prevent extinction. 

Full recovery tends to be the exception. Conserving 
biodiversity in the face of the Anthropocene’s great 
extinction threat will take much more than preventing 
extinction, one species at a time.

The ESA is an extremely 
important environmen-
tal law but shortcomings 
become apparent when 
the goal is conservation of 
biodiversity. Listing a spe-
cies under the ESA results 
in two sets of plans: mit-
igation and recovery. The 
former involves identifying 
and minimizing threats 
to survival of the species. 
Effective mitigation, like 

Christmas Bird Counts – Coming to a Corner Near You!
Faye McAdams Hands
Or perhaps a Circle near you would be more accurate? Either way, most birders reading this are quite familiar 
with the Christmas Bird Count as a traditional bird census done within a set 15-mile diameter Circle. And most 
birders reading this are participants every year in at least one, if not more CBCs. 

Every year, I think that it is important to remember the beginnings of this longest running Citizen Science Proj-
ect in the world:  A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away, there was a custom called a Christmas Side Hunt, 
which was a competition between teams to shoot as many birds and animals as possible on Christmas Day. But 
what changed was that in 1900 there was a small but growing movement in conservation, and an ornithologist 
named Frank M. Chapman organized a new type of “hunt” – one where birds were counted rather than shot.
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Information about the GoToMeeting resource for WOS 
members who attend monthly meetings remotely
If you are using your computer, simply follow the link provided in the meeting announcement email 

from WOS, or visit GoToMeeting, then select Join a Meeting from the menu bar and enter meeting code. 

If you are using your iPhone, iPad, or Android device, simply download the GoToMeeting app. You 

can join by clicking the emailed link or just enter the meeting code in the app. 

A Go To Meeting User Help Guide is available at: https://support.goto.com/meeting/attendee-user-guide
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A Conversation about Project Feeder Watch
Q: Welcome to our live chat with the Project 
Feeder Watch team here on the Cornell Lab Bird-
cams (site)....

 
Dr. Emma Grieg is the Feeder Watch team lead-
er ... Holly Faulkner is the Project Assistant. (bio 
info...favorite birds and birding spots... other proj-
ects....) 

Q: It would be 
great to get an 
overview of what 
Project Feeder 
Watch is and 
what it hopes to 
do....

 
Dr. G: This is 
now the 33rd year of the joint effort between the 
(Cornell) Lab of Ornithology and Bird Studies 
Canada running Feeder Watch. So about 20,000 
people in the U.S. and 3,000 in Canada every 
year sign up and they count the birds at their 
feeders and then submit this online. So it’s this 
wonderful effort of people across the country....
With the Feeder Watch protocol everybody is 
always counting birds in the same way.... 

Holly: Anybody can participate in Feeder 
Watch. We have a lot of ways to help with 
identification and to help folks get to know 
what kind of birds are coming to their feed-
ers....As a participant you are counting the 
highest number of each species of bird that 
come to your feeders simultaneously....You are 
not counting the same bird twice…. 

Q: Is there any other kind of data that are 
taken in addition to the species and numbers...
and what are the kinds of things these citizen 
scientists have helped us learn...?

Holly: (Snow data and precipitation data are 
collected.) 

Dr. G: There is so much that you can do with 
bird counts. Not only can we see species that 
decline, we also see range expansions, and 
species that are increasing in response to 

changes in the 
environment and 
changes in climate 
.... We can watch 
invasive species 
spread across the 
continent ( e.g. 
spread of Eurasian 
Collared Doves 
... )  And another 
thing that people 
in Feeder Watch 
collect and that we 

have learned so much about is House Finch eye 
disease…. That goes a little bit beyond counting 
and starts to tell us a few details….

Continued on page 4
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Holly: Every new participant gets a common feed-
er birds of North America poster showing some 
of the most common feeder birds in the East and 
on the back it shows all the Western species that 
come to feeders in the winter….

Q: Maybe you could say a couple of words about 
what it means to join Project Feeder Watch….

Holly: (The winter count) normally starts the sec-
ond Saturday of November and goes 21 weeks. 
So that’s usually until about the first week in 
April…. And generally you’re counting the same 
two days of the week for 21 weeks….

Dr. G: That’s right because everybody when they 
do their count they record how much effort they 
make and so, then any kind of bird observation 
that we have in our big data set we can correct 
for the amount of time people were watching….

(Description of the various type of people who 
participate….)

Q: We actually got some Project Feeder Watch 
questions from our (live) audience…. Someone 
wrote in  … Brigitte from over email wrote in: “I 
have a bird photo booth, a motion-activated cam-
era by mt feeders and I leave it out all day and 
I get images of almost every bird. Can I use the 
images I capture by my photobooth to do a feed-
er count….?

Holly: It’s kind of dependent on what view you 
have….

Feeder Watch (Continued)

Lyd Anynome photo

Don Sniegowski photo

Dr. G: … The important thing to think about here 
is that we don’t want to have people counting in a 
different way ….

Editor’s note: Project Feeder Watch is a 30-plus 
year citizen science project subsidized by the 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology and the feeder watch 
participants. To see the video including the ex-
cerpts provided here, go to:

www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rbv0Ze2bxnE&fea-
ture=youtu.be



Lawsuit: Speed Up Federal Compliance with Timelines for
 

Protecting 274 Species, Including White-tailed Ptarmigan 
By the Editor
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As a number of environmental reviews lag under the current administration’s attitude pitting 
conservation of species and habitat versus an expansion of land privatization and industrial 
development, the Center for Biological Diversity has filed notice of its intent to sue the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service in what the organization describes as one of the largest lawsuits  ever 
launched under the Endangered Species Act.
Among the 274 imperiled animals and plants the envioronmental advocacy group says should 
be federally protected, the Cascades species of the White-tailed Ptarmigan, Lagopus leucura 
rainierensis, is included in the proposed legal action.
“The hope is, that we will have a decision on the ptarmigan by the end of Fiscal Year 2020,” 
said Noah Greenwald, Endangered Species Director for the Center for Biological Diversity, in 
a phone interview. Greenwald, based in Portland, Oregon, said the suit likely will be filed in a 
federal Washington D.C. court.

WOS Okanogan Highlands/Waterville Plateau Winter Trip,
President’s Day Weekend
Saturday, February 15th – Monday, February 17th, 2020
Join Shep Thorp for winter birding in the Okanogan Highlands and Waterville Plateau. We’ll be 
staying at the Omak Inn in Omak Friday night February 14th, and birding our way home Monday 
February the 17th. Hot spots to explore include Havillah, Sno-Park, Hungry Hollow Rd, Nealy Rd, 
Chesaw, Mary Ann Creek Rd, Pontiac Ridge, Scotch Creek Wildlife Area, Conconully, Cameron 
Lake Road, Timentwa Flats, Brewster/Bridgeport Area, West Foster Creek Wildlife Area (Central 
Ferry Canyon, Bridgeport Hill Rd).

Mansfield, Waterville plateau and Waterville. Target species include Sharp-tailed Grouse, Gray Par-
tridge, Chukar, Rough-legged Hawk, Great Gray Owl, Long-eared Owl, Northern Saw-whet Owl, 
Snowy Owl, American Three-toed Woodpecker, Black-backed Woodpecker, White-headed Wood-
pecker, Gyrfalcon, Prairie Falcon, Bohemian Waxwing, Pygmy Nuthatch, American Tree Sparrow, 
two subspecies of Horned Lark, Lapland Longspur, Snow Bunting, Gray-crowned Rosy-finch, Pine 
Grosbeak, and Common Redpoll. 

Our trip will start Saturday morning 2/15 at 6 a.m. at the Omak Inn Office and finish Monday 
afternoon 2/17 at 3 p.m. in Waterville.  Please contact Shep Thorp at shepthorp@gmail.com  or 
call 253-370-3742.



Bald Eagles, Humpty Dumpty and the ESA (cont.)
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banning DDT, can stop a species’ slide to extinction. 
Recovery can be far more complicated and costly, 
especially for obligate species, those that have highly 
particular habitat needs.

Recovery often involves putting the pieces back togeth-
er again, pieces that may no longer exist or that we’re 
unwilling to yield in our increasingly human-filled 
earth. For generalist species such as the bald eagle, a 
limited boost like protecting nest sites may be all that’s 
needed for the population to rebound. Recovery of ob-
ligate species like the spotted owl, marbled murrelet, or 
greater sage-grouse1 is far more daunting. Besides the 
economic costs, social and political will is often lack-
ing. Work-around compromises to allow for continued 
cutting of old-growth forests or mining and agricultural 
development of shrub-steppe may provide too little, too 
late.

As we push obligate species into smaller and more 
fragmented ranges, new survival threats emerge, re-
quiring often controversial mitigation trade-offs. Think 
barred owls, corvids, or wildland fires. Competitor and 
predator removal never meets with overall approbation. 
Fuel breaks may destroy acres of habitat. When recov-
ery of obligate species is achieved, as is likely the case 
of Kirtland’s warbler, mitigation and protection actions 
may need to continue indefinitely. Such species are 
considered “conservation-reliant.”

The ESA does not have dedicated funding for species 
recovery. Agencies and non-governmental organiza-
tions contribute to various activities like habitat res-
toration but the methodology is not systematic. There 
is huge disparity. For example, nearly $200 million 
is spent on Chinook salmon recovery annually. The 
median annual recovery spending on all federally listed 
species is approximately $2,700.2

There is no process to prioritize listed species for re-
covery financing. The focus on individual species leads 
to spending inequities that have little or no biologic 
rationale. Gray wolves in Washington are an example. 
Recovery has involved monitoring the population and 
protecting den and rendezvous sites. Most of the mil-
lions have been spent on social conflict. Gray wolves 
are generalists basically progressing on their own to a 
healthy future.

Considering the shattering structure of biodiversity, a 
piecemeal species-by-species approach alone, especial-
ly when lacking biologic or ecologic foundations, will 
not put the pieces together again. Given the methods of 

funding recovery, such a tactic may even sometimes 
be counterproductive as species that provide import-
ant ecosystem services go unfunded.

Communities of species and ecosystems are funda-
mental considerations for conserving biodiversity, 
including incorporation of the dominant impact of 
the species Homo sapiens. Investment in prevention 
and suites of species may yield greater benefits than 
waiting to list a species that is on life support.

We must recognize that the shape of the pieces has 
changed and new ways of fitting them together are 
needed. An example might be understanding where 
and how cattle grazing could co-exist or even benefit 
wildlife on our human-altered earth.

The public trust of wildlife is held by states. Many 
functions of state fish and wildlife agencies sup-
port biodiversity conservation. For example, each 
state has a State Wildlife Action Plan (SWAP) that 
identifies species of greatest conservation need and 
emphasizes prevention and ecosystems. The 2015 
update of Washington’s SWAP lists 268 species. 
As with the ESA, there is no earmarked funding for 
SWAP species conservation and restoration but a bill 
in Congress, HR 3742 Recovering America’s Wild-
life Act, would provide funding to support the work. 

Further, in Washington, there is a priority habitats 
and species list that, while non-binding, guides ju-
risdictions in land use and development as it impacts 
wildlife. It’s a preventive approach to fitting together 
misshapen and altered pieces, such as protecting 
connectivity corridors.

The bald eagle represents the importance of the 
ESA. Unfortunately, the condition of many of the 
approximately 1,500 federally listed species remains 
critical even when extinction is averted. The work 
on their recovery remains a piece of putting biodi-
versity together again.

1. In 2015, listing greater sage-grouse was determined 
to be “not warranted” under an ESA process known as 
“Policy for Evaluation of Conservation Efforts.”

2. Evans DM, Che-Castaldo JP, Crouse D et al. 2016. 
Species Recovery in the United States: Increasing the 
Effectiveness of the Endangered Species Act. Issues in 



The Butcher Watchman
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Thomas Bancroft
Movement caught my eye, 

and I glanced up through the 
windshield. The flight seemed 
labored, heavy, something a 
little different, unusual in this 
robin-sized bird. The individual 
was 15 feet above the ground and 
flew across the grass field along 
Rawlins Road. It came right over 
the car. Maybe, it was headed for 
a large bush behind me. I stopped 
in the middle of this dead-end 
road on Fir Island, jumping out.

Sitting on top of the bare bush 
was the unmistakable silhouette 
of a Northern Shrike, a plump body, a big head, upward stance. It glared out across the fields, 
moving its head back and forth. Last week, my birding group had found a juvenile individual 
along the dikes, not a quarter-mile from this location. I moseyed back along the road, keeping 
my eyes averted. 

Sure enough, dark eye mask, the bill with a stout hook and a large tooth, black wings, 
scalloped cream breast feather, this was a perfect plumage juvenile. It was alert, hunting, but 
seemed to be ignoring me. This was my fifth trip to the Skagit in two weeks, and on each trip, 
we had spotted a Northern Shrike. On one trip, it was at Wiley Slough, on another at Hayton 
Reserve, once in the Samish Flats, and then here. These were probably four different individu-
als, and all had been juvenile birds. Possibly, this was turning into an irruptive year for shrikes.

These birds nest across Northern Canada and Alaska, coming south in winter. Most winters a 
few can be found in Washington, but in some years, vast numbers will come south. Perhaps, this 
happens when they have had an exceptionally successful nesting year or when northern winters 
become particularly hard, or food supplies low. 

These are voracious predators, capable of taking small birds and mammals. They store prey 
by sticking it on thorns or barbed wire, coming back later to eat more of it. Often, they sit and 
wait for a prey item to show itself before darting off the perch. This species occurs in Europe 
and Asia, too.

The bird bolted from the branch, dropping down to just above the field and flying rapidly 
away from me. I couldn’t tell if it was chasing something or just heading to another hunting 
spot. It probably makes the rounds of a series of good lookouts. Their scientific name is Lanius 
excubitor, which translates as “Butcher Watchman.” 



Finding a Snipe
Thomas Bancroft
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     “What’s that?” someone said, and I whipped 
around. Just 10 feet off the dike at Wiley Slough 
sat a plump, melon-sized shorebird, standing on 
only one foot. It sat sideways, its long bill point-
ing down the log, its right eye glued on us, a 
perfect profile. The key field marks -- white buffy 
eye-stripe, crown stripe, back streaks, buffy chest, 
and barred sides -- were all visible. 

I stuttered for several seconds before “Wil-
son’s Snipe” came out. It was rare to have such 
a good view, so close.  For most of my sightings, 
this bird had exploded out of a marsh, like a 
cannonball. It then zig-zagged and disappeared 
instantly. Their extra-large flight muscles give 
them that chunky look and also allow them to fly 
extremely fast, immediately hitting top speeds. 
People hunt this solitary sandpiper, and success-
fully shooting one is tough, taking a lot of skill. 
The word sniper in our lexicon comes from that 
ability.

Last summer, Wilson’s Snipes were displaying 
around Roger and Tiffany Lakes in the North Cas-
cades. In the mornings and evenings, winnowing 
drifted through the subalpine landscape. Occa-
sionally, I spotted a bird cruising across the sky, 
just barely visible in the subdued light. They make 
that sound with the outer tail feathers. Spreading 
the rectrices while flying, the resulting airflow vi-
brates. They modulate the tone by controlling the 
beating of their wings. That haunting chord is part 
of their territory defense and an advertisement for 
females. 

 
https://soundcloud.com/tom-ban-
croft-2/wilsons-snipe-winnowing-yel-
low-rumped-warbler
 
https://soundcloud.com/tom-bancroft-2/
wilsons-snipe-song

They have a sexual call, too, often given on 
the ground by either sex. Last summer, it had me 
stymied for the longest time. I kept searching 
for the source, never finding the bird, but finally 
realizing it was a snipe responding to the overhead 
winnowing.

The eyes on these birds are set way back on 
the sides of their heads. They have binocular 
vision out the back. Consequently, their sight is 
excellent while they have their bill stuck down 
into the mud. Their eye location is a good strategy 
for detecting a predator while they feed. The tip of 
that long bill is full of sense organs and flexible, 
allowing them to capture prey without having to 
pull it back out of the mud. Females have slightly 
longer bills than males.

The bird shifted position, giving us a face-on 
view of its pectoral muscles and the barring on 
its chest, but it still kept that right eye zoomed 
right on us. We backed slowly away, trying not to 
disturb it. 

“Now you can tell your friends you went snipe 
hunting,” I said to the 10 people in my birding 
group. No one laughed; they just glared at me.



Off of the Tweeters Birding Website...
                     (Editor’s note: both posts appeared in November)
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Dear Tweeters,
 
Thanks to Elaine Chuang for sharing the funny car-
toon about the word Gyrfalcon! At the risk of trying 
to sound too much like the monocle-wearing carica-
ture in that cartoon, the pronunciation and etymology 
of that word is worthy of consideration. 
 
In every English dictionary I’ve ever checked for the 
word gyrfalcon, the same one or two origins for the 
word appear. Most of them say that the gyr part of the 
word means “sacred,” related to such words of Greek 
origin as hieroglyph and hierarchy. There is also 
another line of thought that relates gyr to an ancient 
Greek word for “hawk.” 
 
I have always thought that the “sacred falcon” hy-
pothesis of the etymology seemed a bit far-fetched. 
The “hawk” hypothesis does seem reasonable to me. 
In every German dictionary I’ve ever checked for the 
German word Gerfalk--which is what German-speak-
ing people call Gyrfalcons--there is an utterly differ-
ent etymology.

 
It seems to me that the words Gyrfalcon and Gerfalk 
would just about have to come from the same root. 
They’re so similar. Of course, the German name for 
this bird starts with a “hard G,” as in the English 
words gear and gag. Except for loan-words, German 
does not have the French-style “soft G” that one 
hears in such English names and words as George 
and ginger. Whereas in the King’s English, this bird’s 
name starts with that soft, French-style “G.” That’s 
why we say something like “jurr-falcon.”

 
The etymology in the German dictionaries goes 
back to the one that appeared in the dictionary of 
the Brothers Grimm, dating to the mid-1800’s. That 
etymology for Gerfalk traces the word back to an 
ancient German word ger, which meant a sort of 

Identifying Tundra Peregrines
Among the 20 or so races of peregrine worldwide, 
the tundra peregrine (Falco peregrinus tundrius) was 
the last to be officially recognized by ornithologists.

Professor Clayton White, now retired from BYU, 
first described it in his Ph. D. dissertation back 
around 1968. 
 
The other “tundra” peregrine (F.p. calidus), occurs in 
Eurasia, and to my knowledge, has never been con-
firmed in Washington. Trying to call the subspecies 
of individual peregrines in WA is always fun 
but is far more difficult and challenging than you 
might have been led to believe. 
 
Certainly there are some individual birds that can be 
assigned a subspecific identity. Obviously all eastern 
Washington and some western WA breeding pairs 
are anatums (F.p. anatum). Many of our coastal pairs 
are classic Peale’s peregrines (F.p. pealei), so both of 
these resident subspecies are known to breed here. 
The tundra peregrine does not. 
 
However, it does migrate through WA during both 
spring and fall. Several banded migrant tundra fal-
cons from AK have been recovered in WA on migra-
tion. 
 
For example, the first ever WA peregrine band 
recovery, a nestling banded on the Colville River in 
AK in the 1950s by none other than the late Tom 
Cade, was beaten to death by a logger during fall, as 
it sat on a Snow Goose it had just killed. 
 
Times were different back then. 
 
During our winter months, most peregrine experts 
are quite hesitant to positively call subspecies of 
both adults and juveniles. You probably should be 
too. Here is the problem with identifying tundra 

Continued on page 10 Continued on page 11
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On Christmas Day of 1900, 27 people in 25 Count Circles started it all. This year will be the 120th CBC and over the last 
few years the numbers have grown to over 72,000 people in more than 2,500 Counts!

It never ceases to impress, comfort, and inspire me.

Besides the history involved, it is also motivating to know that the CBC data itself has been utilized in over 300 peer re-
viewed articles by researchers, conservation biologists, and wildlife agencies. The data was one of 26 indicators of climate 
change that was cited by the EPA in its 2012 Report. A wealth 
of Information is gathered from CBCs, along with the Breeding 
Bird Surveys, and is used to determine long term health and 
status of various bird species by scientists. 

If you don’t already have your own Home CBC, check out the 
link on the WOS Website to find the dates, locations and CBC 
Coordinators for all of our Washington State CBCs. Sign up, 
check in with old friends, make new ones – and be a part of 
something bigger than ourselves.

Did I mention that it is also a whole lot of fun? And so, the tradi-
tion continues….

Xmas Bird Counts – Coming to a Corner Near You! (cont.)

Teutonic lance or spear. That’s the same ger that appears in various given names, such as Gerhard, Gerd, and 
even Gerald. Heck, even my first name Gary might derive from that!

It has been suggested that the bird was given its German name because the markings on the bird’s under-
sides were fancied to resemble spearheads. I have always thought that there might be more to it than that; 
the bird itself is rather spear-like: fast, sharp, and deadly.

Thanks to the William the 
Conqueror and his Norman 
cohort, many of our English 
“G” words are uttered with a 
soft, French sound, as in the 
accepted pronunciation for 
Gyrfalcon and in the first G of 
Gerygone. 

However, since it is the hodge-
podge language known as En-
glish, we also have bird names 
that feature the “hard G,” such 
as Garganey, goose, and gull! 
Joe figure!

Yours truly, 
Gary Bletsch

IS GYRFALCON PRONOUNCED WITH A HARD  G OR A SOFT  G?
(Continued)

Jon Nelson photo



Juvenile Peregrines (cont.)
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peregrines in the field.

First off, with few exceptions, the vast majority are wintering in Central and South America. They are the most 
highly migratory peregrine in the world and are outdone among all falcons only by the Amur Falcon (Falco 
amurensis) in total distances traveled.Second, most birders, having rightfully looked at the paintings/photos of 
juvenile peregrines in the field guides, learn that a light head, light supercilium line and white auricular, always 
indicate a tundra peregrine. They often do. But it is more complicated than that. 
 
Anatum peregrines and, surprisingly, many Peales Falcons can also show these same features. 
 
Clayton White pointed out early on that approximately 25 percent of Queen Charlotte Island Peales juveniles 
had light heads and superciliums that were similar to tundra peregrines. Clayton and Steve Herman, both pere-
grine experts, were the first people to mentor me into always using caution about calling peregrine subspecies in 
the field. Good advice. 
 
Subsequently, among the several hundred WA nestling peregrines that Ed Deal, Martin Muller and I have band-
ed over the many years in the San Juan Islands, Seattle and Tacoma, several of these known origin, color-band-
ed birds have exhibited these features, incuding the supercilium line and light head. 
 
I have seen young birds hatched in downtown Seattle that many inexperienced birders would definitely call 
tundra peregrines. 
 
A good friend prompted me to address this issue because of the recent Fir Island reports of a juvenile tundra 
falcon. In looking at several photos of this bird, I can understand the inclination to ID it as such but I think Ryan 
is correct in classifying it as unconfirmed. 
 
So, go have fun, challenge yourselves, and keep learning but in my opinion, it is probably best to not positively 
call peregrine subspecies in winter unless you can read a band on the bird and positively know its natal origin.

Bud Anderson
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