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ANDY McCORMICK, Bellevue
JASON FIDORRA, Pasco

The Tricolored Blackbird breeding colony at Harder Spring, Franklin County. Jason Fidorra

The Tricolored Blackbird is a colonial nesting species. 
Ninety percent of its population is in in California, where it 
has experienced significant declines in recent decades. In 
Washington the species was unknown until 1998 when ob-
servation of a colony in Grant County was confirmed by the 
Washington State Bird Records Committee. Research thus 
far suggests that the species remains limited in Washington 
to sporadic records at a handful of breeding sites and a few 
wintering individuals across the Columbia Basin. However, 
no systematic survey of habitat or population, nor systemat-
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From the BoardFrom the Board
DAVID KREFT, Kettle Falls
WOS President

Warm greetings from chilly northeast Washington! Sum-
mer lingered late into October, autumn barely arrived, and 
winter hit with eight inches of snow in the valleys of NE 
Washington. My backyard feeders are occupied with most of 
the regular suspects as we settle into the next few months. 
I’m looking forward to my Winter Raptor Route(s) starting 
up and the return of regular Christmas Bird Counts (post-
Covid) in the Colville and Chewelah count circles. 

The November 2nd 
WOS Board meeting 
produced a couple of 
noteworthy items. The 
Board resolved the un-
usual results of our most 
recent Board election.  
No one ran for the office 
of President (a few write 
in votes were cast, with 
me receiving the most — 
a whole two votes!) and I 
was elected as Vice Pres-
ident. The Board, using 
a provision in the WOS By Laws, officially appointed me as 
President. That leaves the office of Vice President vacant.

The Board is now calling for nominations and/or volun-
teers to fill the vacant Vice President office. We are looking 
for a WOS member in good standing who is willing to commit 
their time and energy to the Board to oversee WOS activities 
and set the future course of the organization. The time com-
mitment is not all that much. The Board meets by Zoom ev-
ery other month for a couple of hours. As you might suspect, 
there are numerous opportunities to be involved with various 
aspects of WOS , including the planning of the annual confer-
ence, helping the Board address current and ongoing issues, 
and setting a vision for the future of WOS.

If you are interested in volunteering, or wish to nominate 
a willing person, please let the Board know by emailing us 
at board@wos.org. I can be reached at president@wos.org if 
anyone has specific questions on what the role of Vice Presi-
dent entails.  

I’ve mentioned the future of WOS a couple times already. 
Let’s face it, our demographics are steadily getting older. I’m 
concerned about the future membership and the need to en-
gage and recruit new birders and new members. With that in 
mind the Board will be having in-depth discussions on how 
WOS can help bring in the next generation of Washington 
birders. We will look at how the Patrick Sullivan Young Bird-
er Fund can be used to facilitate that goal. I will be  reaching 
out to WOS past Presidents to gather their insights and sug-
gestions.  As always, it’s about the birds, and birding with our 
friends and colleagues. We will never lose sight of that.

I want to extend my best wishes to you all at this season of 
Thanksgiving and the coming holidays. May you be blessed 
with family and friends, good health, and Good Birding!
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Tricolored Blackbird
Continued from page 1

ic research has been conducted within Washington to date. 
There is a timely opportunity to monitor this species’ expan-
sion in Washington as the global population declines.

Using 24 years of eBird data, several historical breeding 
locations have been identified. The first colony was located 
at Wilson Creek, Grant County in 1998 and was estimated at 
between 30 and 50 birds. The largest colony recorded was 
318 birds in 2005 at Texas Lake, Whitman County. The av-
erage size of a breeding colony in Washington has been only 
34 birds (McCormick, A.J, 2022). This feels insignificant for 
a species known to nest in colonies of over 35,000 birds in 
California. But data in the eBird checklists at these locations 

A coordinated volunteer-based 
approach is needed to fill the gaps in 
our knowledge of how Washington’s 
Tricolored Blackbirds fit into the 
conservation story of this species.

Site name County Status Pairs Notes

Wilson Creek Grant Breeding Likely 10+ 2 Jun: 8 males perched up at suitable site. M. Yawney

Harder Spring Franklin Breeding Confirmed 85+ 26 Apr: ~85 males counted. J. Fidorra
14 May: veg carry. J. Fidorra
10 Jun: feeding young, 200-250 birds. R. Merrill
26 Jun: feeding young. J. Fidorra

McCain Ponds Adams Breeding Confirmed 55+ 25 May: Colony located. Food carry and adult feeding young. J. 
Fidorra

Dodd Road Walla 
Walla

Breeding Confirmed 65+ First reported 1 May by M. Denny.
10 May: Vegetation carry observed. J. Fidorra
13–20 May: Food carry observed. M. Denny
26 May: feeding young. M. Denny

Sprague Lake Adams/
Lincoln

Unknown. Breeding 
nearby likely.

Unknown Up to 137 TRBL reported in area (3–12 Jun, eBird). Only foraging 
flocks observed. On 9 Jun Fidorra observed mostly female-type 
birds that may have included fledged young.

Texas Lake Whitman Inactive 0 10 June: None seen in afternoon. J. Fidorra

Morgan Lake Adams Inactive 0 Fidorra visited in May. No birds seen. Breeding confirmed here in 
2018 only.

Table 1: WA Tricolored Blackbird Breeding Sites Surveyed and Results, 2022

Continued on page 4

are not sufficient to allow accurate determination of the pop-
ulation of breeding and non-breeding birds. Further data are 
needed.

Over the months of May and June 2022, we collected pop-
ulation estimates at six known breeding locations and one lo-
cation of possible breeding in Washington (Table 1).

Coordination with California Research
During the spring and summer of 2022, we also worked 

with Bob Meese, who directs the UC Davis Tricolored Black-
bird Portal. Meese coordinates the Triennial Statewide Sur-
vey in California and bands tricolors in the Sacramento Val-

Juvenile Tricolored Blackbird. Jason Fidorra

Feeding activity at a nesting colony. Jason Fidorra

https://westernfieldornithologists.org/publications/journal/journal-volume-53-3/v53-3-mccormick-tricolored_blackbird-washington/
https://tricolor.ice.ucdavis.edu
https://tricolor.ice.ucdavis.edu
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Tricolored Blackbird
Continued from page 3

ley. His study includes the vocalizations of tricolors, and he 
wants to know if birds in Washington are developing calls 
and songs that differ from birds in California. To this end 
we placed four Audio Moths (sound recording devices) at 
two Tricolored Blackbird breeding locations, one at Harder 
Spring in Franklin County, and the other in Othello, Adams 
County, on the property surrounding the Para Ponds. We 
were successful in obtaining good quality recordings and are 
awaiting analysis from the California researchers. These data 
will also provide new phenological data (seasonal timing) for 
breeding Tricolored Blackbirds in WA. 

Coordinated Survey Needed
A coordinated survey of the six known breeding locations 

in Washington wetlands and other suitable locations within 
the Columbia Basin ecoregion would help provide the most 
accurate count of tricolors to date. The known breeding ar-
eas are associated with water from resources created by the 
Columbia Basin Project for irrigation, a few natural springs, 
or winter rainfall. Other areas within the region that could 
be suitable for breeding will be identified and included in the 
survey. 

The Tricolored Blackbird has no special status in Washing-
ton but was listed as Threatened in California in 2018. With 
so many bird species in the Columbia Basin of known conser-
vation concern (e.g., Sagebrush Sparrow, Burrowing Owl, and 
Greater Sage-Grouse), it is challenging for agencies like the 
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) to pri-
oritize time and money for non-listed species research. A co-
ordinated volunteer-based approach is needed to fill the gaps 
in our knowledge of how Washington’s Tricolored Blackbirds 
fit into the conservation story of this species.

Research Goals 
Our efforts have elevated Tricolored Blackbird to the list of 

birds slated for assessment during  the WDFW State Wildlife 
Action Plan update in 2025, a strategic plan updated every 10 
years that guides the agency’s conservation and research ef-
forts. We want to provide research that can be useful for that 
assessment. We are currently in the planning stages to hold 
the first Columbia Basin–wide Tricolored Blackbird Survey in 

May 2023 to gather bird counts and assess possible suitable 
breeding habitat to have it ready for the action plan update. 
We plan to recruit and train volunteers to follow a protocol 
similar to the one used in the California Triennial Tricolored 
Blackbird Survey. Volunteers would agree to count birds at 
two or three areas within a survey block. The survey is tenta-
tively scheduled for the weekend of May 20-21, 2023. If you 
would like to learn more about this survey or volunteer for it 
now, please email Andy McCormick at andy_mcc@hotmail.
com or Jason Fidorra at jfidorra@gmail.com.

Since their arrival in Washington, Tricolored Blackbirds 
have nested in human-developed wetlands in the Colum-
bia Basin. At their current population level — and given that 
Washington is experiencing climate change-related drought 
and habitat conversion to agriculture similar to that occur-
ring in California — Tricolored Blackbirds may not be able to 
extend their expansion into Washington without additional 
human intervention. This possibility raises a question about 
the amount of effort Washingtonians should exert to protect 
a small population of Tricolored Blackbirds at the northern 
edge of their range. To inform this discussion, accurate pop-
ulation and breeding data are necessary for continued assess-
ment during the Wildlife Action Plan update and future plan-
ning for the tricolor. 

How do the small Washington breeding colonies fit into the 
Tricolored Blackbird’s story as a species? Jason Fidorra

Ring-billed Gull watching the tide when it could be streaming 
WOS programs. Ollie Oliver

Did you know? All monthly meetings are recorded and 
uploaded to Youtube, where you can watch them at your 
leisure. Click here for the WOS Youtube page.

Recent programs include:

Peter Hodum on “Of Puffins & People: Conserving Sea-
birds of the Salish Sea and Outer Coast of Washington”

James Karr on “Unexpected Population Trends in Pana-
manian Rainforest Birds: Three Complex Webs”

Ed Deal on “Seattle’s Urban Cooper’s Hawk Population at 
Ten Years”

WOS Programs Free Online

mailto:andy_mcc%40hotmail.com?subject=
mailto:andy_mcc%40hotmail.com?subject=
mailto:jfidorra%40gmail.com?subject=
https://www.youtube.com/@washingtonornithologicalso7839
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MwrcedN4NyQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e4uEx_YOFe8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DJFJWIIz73A
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In Memory ofIn Memory of
                              Ed SwanEd Swan

1962-2022

In Memory of Edward Whitefield Swan II

“There are some who bring a light so great to the world 
that even after they have gone, the light remains.”

Edward Whitefield Swan II was born on Nov. 15, 1962, 
in Olympia, Washington, to Shirley (Van Buskirk) Swan 
and Edward Swan. Ed was a loving husband, devoted fa-
ther, respected brother, and beloved son.

Among those who knew him, he was recognized as a 
birding savant, sharing his extensive expertise of birds 
with ardent enthusiasm.

Ed’s knowledge of birds was legendary, yet his man-
ner was modest and humble. He learned birdwatching 
from his grandmother in rural Grays Harbor County, 
and he developed spotting techniques while hunting in 
the Olympic Mountains with his dad. As a master birder, 
Ed organized dozens of Christmas Bird Counts in mul-
tiple counties; conducted scientific surveys to document 
changes in the diversity and abundance of birds; and 
greatly contributed to community science in Washington 
state and beyond. His lineage included James G. Swan, 
resident and ethnographer of the Makah Indian Nation.

Ed was meticulous in his record-keeping, noting the 

Naturalist, writer and longtime Vashon 
Island resident influenced many 
Washington birders and edited the WOS 
journal Washington Birds. Here we 
reprint his obituary alongside a tribute.

arrival and departure dates for migratory and rare birds 
wherever he lived. This effort culminated in his essential 
book, The Birds of Vashon Island: A Natural History of 
Habitat and Population Transformation. Ed was a cor-
nerstone of the avian community known for his birding-
by-ear skills, understanding of critical bird habitats, and 
curating regional historical bird-sighting records dating 
back more than 100 years. He resurrected Washington 
Birds, the journal of the Washington Ornithological So-
ciety, incorporating peer-reviewed content from regional 
experts. He provided online classes for birdwatching en-
thusiasts seeking to learn the systematic methods that he 
had refined over a lifetime.

Ed graduated from Capital High School in Olympia and 
obtained his B.A. in Political Science with Honors from 
Whitman College. He held many professional roles in-
cluding community organizer, editor, and research co-
ordinator. As an Eagle Scout, he modeled stewardship 
to his sons, demonstrating compassion, dedication, and 
resiliency in tough times. Ed regularly volunteered and 
advocated for the underrepresented, including the hous-
ing-insecure, disadvantaged youth, and others facing so-
cial inequities or injustice. For the past 10 years, his fam-
ily was instrumental in advancing the Vashon Primary 
School in Ntinda, Uganda, enabling comprehensive edu-
cation for aspiring youth. He traveled the world with his 
wife, Linda, reveling in adding bird sightings from five 
continents to his lengthy life list.

Ed passed away suddenly and unexpectedly at the age 
of 59, on Oct. 28, 2022, despite heroic efforts by emer-
gency responders. He is survived by his wife, Linda 
Barnes; his mother, Shirley Swan; his sons, Garnet and 
Leander Swan; and his sister, Caryn Swan-Jamero. He is 
predeceased by his father, Edward Swan, and his sister, 
Cynthia (Swan) Abbott.

Ed’s celebration of life will be held at the Vashon Unit-
ed Methodist Church at 2 p.m. on Dec. 3, 2022. In lieu of 
flowers, the family requests that donations be directed to 
the Land Trust Bird Conservation Initiative in memory of 
Ed Swan or to your local Audubon chapter.

Remembering Ed: A Tribute

SUE TREVATHAN, Vashon Island

“There are some who bring a light so great to the world 
that even after they have gone, the light remains.”

Whoever wrote these beautiful words must have envi-
sioned Ed Swan. 

We lost Ed to a heart attack Friday, Oct. 28 in the 
prime of his life, while he was doing what he loved most, 
birding at one of his favorite places. Vashon has been in 
mourning ever since.

Ed’s knowledge of birds was legendary, yet he re-
mained modest and humble. When he and his wife, Lin-
da Barnes, moved to Vashon in 2000, his reputation as a 
master birder preceded him.

Continued on page 3

https://www.vashonmethodist.org/
https://www.vashonmethodist.org/
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/landtrust/
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Instead of waiting to be asked, he showed up at every 
opportunity to support Vashon Audubon and was always 
willing to share his vast knowledge about birds in a way 
that fueled their curiosity to learn more. He served as 
Vashon Audubon president for many years, and managed 
the Christmas bird count, an annual survey that contrib-
utes to global knowledge about bird populations.

Many of us were delighted to encounter Ed while out 
birding on the island, always wearing his classic bird 
T-shirts. He was known to bundle up his young sons, 
Garnet and Leander, and take them all over the island on 
his birding expeditions.

Ed was meticulous in his record-keeping, noting for 
many years the arrival and departure dates for migra-
tory and rare birds on the island. This effort culminated 
in his essential book, The Birds of Vashon Island: A Nat-
ural History of Habitat and Population Transforma-
tion, which was so popular that he produced an updated 

edition in 2013. This book is key to our understanding 
of bird populations and their habitats on Vashon. It is a 
go-to for island naturalists and will remain the definitive 
baseline of bird species accounts, seasonal abundance, 
and birding hotspots on the island as we face an uncer-
tain future of climate change and habitat loss.

After Ed and Linda moved to West Seattle in 2015, he 
resurrected Washington Birds, the journal of the Wash-
ington Ornithological Society, after many years of dor-
mancy. He was always seeking better ways to teach bird-
ing techniques, and he developed a unique, systemic 
method for improving birdwatching skills that he taught 
to eager participants through Vashon Audubon, Tahoma 
Audubon, and North Cascades Audubon. He led count-
less birding trips all over Puget Sound, and offered back-
yard consultations on how to attract birds and other 
wildlife. 

As I look out my window and see my first Varied 
Thrush of the season, I think about the gifts Ed left for us 
and my hope that we can make a difference in the lives of 
birds, even if it’s just in our own backyards.

Remembering Ed Swan
Continued from page 5

Update on Avian Influenza in WashingtonUpdate on Avian Influenza in Washington
CHRIS RURIK, Key Center
Editor, WOS News

Throughout 2022, a particularly widespread outbreak of 
highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) has been detect-
ed in nearly every American state. In Washington, accord-
ing to the US Department of Agriculture’s Animal and Plant 
Health Inspection Service (APHIS), the first detection in a 
wild bird was in a Snow Goose in Grant County in May. It has 
since been confirmed in over 100 other wild birds. Waterfowl 
represent the majority of confirmed cases, while bald eagles, 
peregrine falcons, great horned owls, ravens, and red-tailed 
hawks have also been killed by the flu.

Highly pathogenic avian influenza can be devestating to 
poultry flocks. It has affected 36 backyard flocks in Wash-
ington and no commercial flocks. Nationwide, according to 
APHIS, over 52 million domestic birds have been impacted.

Avian influenza has many variants. Most are low pathogen-
ic, meaning they cause little harm to wild birds and poultry. 
This highly pathogenic variant, H5N1, is the first major out-
break in the United States since 2017. Most wild birds are un-
affected though they may carry it. The first instance of HPAI 
in North America was recorded in Whatcom County in 2014. 

No strain has yet posed a risk to human health.
Martha Jordan, executive director of Northwest Swan Con-

servation Association, shares these tips for birders:

1. If you find a dead bird, dead in your yard or out in the 
world, put on latex or latex-free gloves, put the bird in a 
plastic bag, and put it in the garbage.

2. Do NOT take a sick bird to a wildlife rehabilitator. Do not 
take a dead bird to a museum without asking in advance 
if they are prepared to handle it. While a dropoff may 
have been the protocol in years past, with avian influen-
za you do not want to take the chance of spreading the 
disease. 

3. Do NOT store the bird in your freezer. Freezing does not 
kill the virus, but cooking to an internal temperature of 
165 F does (waterfowl hunters have asked this question).

4. Remember: this is highly pathogenic avian influenza, not 
just AI. Thus it is far more transmissible to other birds 
than regular AI.

For a good overview, she recommends this Q&A (along 
with podcasts) from Ducks Unlimited. Washington Depart-
ment of Fish and Game Avian Influenza web page has good 
information and a portal for reporting sick and dead birds.

https://www.ducks.org/conservation/waterfowl-research-science/waterfowl-hunters-and-the-avian-flu-what-you-need-to-know?utm_campaign=20221109_Newsletter_DUNews_dunewsnovember&utm_source=CI&utm_medium=email
https://www.ducks.org/conservation/waterfowl-research-science/waterfowl-hunters-and-the-avian-flu-what-you-need-to-know?utm_campaign=20221109_Newsletter_DUNews_dunewsnovember&utm_source=CI&utm_medium=email
https://wdfw.wa.gov/species-habitats/diseases/bird-flu#

