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AUDUBO N M IN N ESOTA VIEW

Afew weekends ago I was listening to Stan Tekiela 
on KFAN’s “Fan Outdoors” as he shared what we 

know about the physics of birds flying in formation and 
the benefit that comes from the birds working together 
on long-distance flights. 

It got me thinking about the role of Audubon 
Minnesota within the larger flock that is Audubon. What 
benefit does Audubon Minnesota receive from flying in 

the Audubon flock and what added lift do we bring to the whole?  
We benefit from the tremendous communications, scientific, legal, and 

policy divisions of the National Audubon Society. Whether it’s tackling the 
Vikings Stadium or understanding climate modeling in relation to Minnesota’s 
future landscape, we benefit from National Audubon here in Minnesota. 

At all levels we rely on our national strategic plan to provide clarity and 
focus to our work. Looking ahead, Audubon Minnesota has been selected to 
be part of the core planning team for the new strategic plan which launches in 
2016. National Audubon will rely on assistance from throughout the Audubon 
network to create a strong, ambitious, and meaningful new plan. 

And, our work provides lift beyond Audubon. Take the recently completed 
Minnesota Blueprint for Bird Conservation for instance. This unique synthesis 
of state, regional and national level bird conservation plans is now available at 
mn.audubon.org to buoy, inform, and guide conservation efforts of federal and 
state agencies and other conservation professionals. It is just one example of 
how our work benefits the broader community as we pursue our shared goal of 
a healthy, clean environment that’s good for birds and people.  

Our mission is to conserve and restore 
natural ecosystems, focusing on birds 
and their habitats, for the benefit of 
humanity and the earth’s biological 
diversity. 

Audubon Minnesota is a 501(c)(3) 
charitable organization and a Better 
Business Bureau accredited charity. 

You can help make a better future 
for Minnesota’s birds! Your tax-
deductible gift will strengthen our 
conservation efforts, help Minnesota 
birds thrive, and protect valuable 
habitat. Make your online donation 
today at mn.audubon.org. Thank you!
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The first spring I paid full 
attention to birds was in 1961. 

I was in the Army, stationed west 
of Boston. There was an Audubon 
reserve near our apartment. Birding 
was good.

I have the Peterson guide I used 
then, pages annotated in ink – false 
confidence for certain. I had no 
binoculars. The Army was paying 
me about $70 a month, and my wife 
and I had a baby. Binoculars were 
impossible.

I built my first spring list 
by tip-toeing close enough for 
identification. Without optics I saw 
confusing spring warblers. But it was 
exciting. It was fun. To determine 
for certain that the bird in the brush 
pile was a Yellow-rumped Warbler 
was triumph.

When we got back to Minnesota 
I bought binoculars, cheap ones, not 
knowing any better. I spent some 
time in the woods north of Bemidji, 
in years when fallouts were not 
needed to fill the trees with birds. 

The binoculars were severely 
misaligned. It would take several 

seconds for my eyes to refocus after 
scanning for my list. I had no birding 
companions in those days, no one 
to point out inadequacies. When I 
found birding friends, they quickly 
suggested new optics

I bought a pair of Bausch & Lomb 
8x32s. Every time I used them that 
spring it was OMG.

Eleven years ago this April we 
first saw the house we have now. Our 
yard ends in a small pond backed 
by a wooded swamp. It’s very good 
for birding. I was on the deck off 
the dining room on that first visit, 
greening grass with scattered patches 
of snow. 

Hopping around those patches 
were three species of warblers, one 
of  them a Blackburnian. It glowed 
out there.

“Jude,” I called through an open 
door, “come see the birds. We’ve got 
warblers in the grass.”

She called back to me, “This 
kitchen needs to be remodeled.” (She 
is a birder, but with priorities.)

We bought the house, the decision 
helped by her vision of a new kitchen 
and my vision of warblers in the 
grass. That was the only time I’ve 
seen a Blackburnian here. Its timing 
was perfect.  

Perfect Timing 
On binoculars, yard birds, and 
remodeled kitchens
By Jim Williams

PROFILE OUR TARG ET SPECIES

Read Williams’ Star Tribune blog “WingNut” 
for his unique insights, everyday adventures and 
an open conversation about birds in your back-
yard and beyond at http://strib.mn/1NOp17e.

The Red-headed Woodpecker is one 
of Audubon Minnesota’s 26 Target 
Species – species in urgent need of 
conservation action because of their 
population status, specific habitat 
needs, and the seriousness of the 
threats they face. 

Conservation status – Red-headed 
Woodpeckers were common in the 
nineteenth century, probably because 
the continent had more mature forests 
with nut crops and dead trees. The 
species has declined by 2.7 percent per 
year from 1966 to 2010 across its range, 
resulting in a cumulative decline of 70 
percent, according to the North Ameri-
can Breeding Bird Survey. Reasons for 
decline include loss of nest sites (due to 
cutting of dead trees) and competition 
with starlings for nest cavities. 

How you can help – Red-headed 
Woodpeckers excavate cavities in large, 
dead trees (snags). Yet, over much of 
their range, snags are often cut down 
as unsightly or because they make 
good firewood. Help the Red-headed 
Woodpecker – and many other 
woodpeckers – by leaving snags intact. 

Did you know there is an ongoing 
study of Red-headed Woodpeckers at 
the Carlos Avery Important Bird Area? 
This study has revealed much new 
information about nesting site fidelity 
and the over-wintering biology of this 
species. Visit redheadrecovery.org 

Read about our Target Species at 
mn.audubon.org/target-species-0

red-headed woodpecker photos (front cover and above) 
courtesy of rebecca field
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Global warming, climate 
changes, climate disruption…

no matter what name you give it 
or the cause you attribute it to, the 
impacts are here and unavoidable. 
For us, climate change is one more 
piece of the conservation puzzle, one 
that for a long time seemed too big to 
grapple with. Last fall, the National 
Audubon Society unveiled the results 
of over seven years of research by 

Audubon scientists on how climate 
will affect birds. 

Looking at the impacts of climate 
change on birds allows us to focus 
this seemingly overwhelming issue 
on something relatable and quite 
frankly, something hopeful. Taking 
on climate change through the lens of 
bird conservation enables us to begin 
to understand the problem and the 
scope of its impacts in a familiar way. 

Audubon created three main 
climate tools for conservation:
1. Climatic Suitability Maps for 588 

North American birds in 2000, 
2020, 2050 and 2080.

2. A definable Climate Status for 
each bird including: climate stable, 
climate threatened, and climate 
endangered. 

SHAPI NG A HE ALTHY CLIMATE AN D CLE AN E N E RGY FUTUR E
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3.  The ability to determine areas 
on the landscape that can act as 
climate strongholds (areas that are 
climatically suitable now and into 
the future) for suites of species. 

In Minnesota, we have begun to 
use Audubon’s climate information 
in order to identify those birds 
most threatened by climate change 
and to prioritize areas that will be 
climatically suitable to birds now 
and into the future. Audubon’s tools 
allowed us to analyze 298 of the 
314 regular occurring species in the 
state. Of these we found that 73 are 
climate endangered and another 93 
are climate threatened. A complete 
list can be found at mn.audubon.org/
Minnesota-birds-and-climate. 

More importantly, we have begun 
to use these tools in collaboration 
with the Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources, the US Fish 
and Wildlife Service, National Park 
Service and others, to identify future 
climate “strongholds” for birds, 
allowing us to prioritize Important 
Bird Areas and other places on the 
ground where future conservation 
work needs to occur. 

Our models show that grassland 
birds will find future climate in 
Minnesota more welcoming and 
these birds may be able to expand 
their range. However, Minnesota’s 
climate will be less hospitable to 
boreal forest birds, and these models 

By Kristin Hall and Mark Martell

The Climate of 
Conservation
Adding one more piece  
to a complex puzzle

Bobolinks are one of the grassland species that may find Minnesota’s future climate suitable, but as 
their potential climatic range shifts north, suitable habitat may not be available. 
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predict a shrinking of their ranges in 
our state.

This ability to prioritize allows 
us to take climate information into 
account in all of our conservation 
efforts. In conservation, as with 
much of life, the only certainty is 
uncertainty. But the uncertainty of 
climate change doesn’t make the 
need to address it any less critical. It 
is the very uncertainty that compels 
us to try and understand how we 
can manage for these changes in a 
way that might provide a transition 
from today’s world into one that will, 
even under the most conservative 
estimates, look completely different. 

It is true that historically our cli-
mate has changed before. However, 
it is the rate of change that is cause 
for alarm. Over one half of North 
America’s birds (and over one half 
of the birds common to Minnesota) 
are considered climate threatened 
or climate endangered, meaning 
that their range of suitable climate 
will either shift or contract dramati-
cally in the next 60 years. That time 
frame does not allow for adaptation. 

Highlighting areas that provide 
suitable climate both now and in 
the future allows us to concentrate 
on protecting the other things birds 
rely on for survival such as suitable 
habitat, clean water, available nesting 
sites, migration stop overs and on 
and on. Since climate is only one 
piece of the puzzle, it is satisfying 
to finally lay that piece down on the 
table and continue toward building 
the complete picture.

Let’s not forget that in this line 
of work we take on seemingly 
unwinnable challenges time and 
time again, not because we know 
all the answers but because we 
believe it is our responsibility to do 
the right thing – not just for future 
generations but for the integrity of 
natural systems we rely upon to keep 
us whole. 

Bobolink are Climate Threatened in summer. The top map shows where 
the species can find a suitable climate today (based on data from 2000). 
The bottom map predicts how climate suitability may shift by 2080.

Though Audubon’s climate model projects that the Bobolink’s ideal climate 
space may increase by more than half, only one-fifth of the species’ current 
range will remain stable. Fortunately, this grassland species is well adapted 
to seeking out and colonizing new areas. Depending on the landscape 
changes and grassland habitat availability, the Bobolink may be able to 
ride the wave of northward shifting climate space.

Bobolink Summer 

2080

Bobolink Summer 

2000
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How does light pollution affect 
birds? Most songbirds migrate 

at night. There are instances of 
large numbers of birds being drawn 
toward very bright lights and either 
crashing into buildings or circling 
until they die of exhaustion. Many 
of the birds that hit windows during 
the day were actually drawn into the 
city by the lights the night before. 
Once there it can be hard for them to 
find their way out.

Is the problem getting better 
or worse? Everywhere is getting 
brighter, and nowhere is getting 
darker so it’s fair to say that the 
challenge facing migrating birds is 
getting worse.

What difference does a program 
like Audubon’s Lights Out make? 
It can make a big difference. By 
definition light pollution is the 
overuse and misuse of artificial 

CR E ATI NG BIR D - FR IE N DLY COMMUN ITIES

Many of Minnesota’s most iconic buildings participate in our Lights Out program during spring and 
fall migration. Visit mn.audubon.org/lights-out-program to learn more.

Light Pollution  
Solutions
A conversation with Paul Bogard

light at night. We could help birds 
tremendously simply by making sure 
our lights are aimed down where 
we need the light, rather than into 
the sky or glaring into people’s eyes. 
We can have thoughtful, intelligent 
lighting at night and help birds, 
other wildlife and people too.

Is light pollution only a big 
city problem? No, it’s everyone’s 
problem. The only difference is that 
big cities have more lights. But lights 
in the countryside have the potential 
to have greater ecological damage 
because there is more wildlife nearby. 

Does “lights out” at home make 
a difference for birds? Absolutely. 

Every light contributes to the 
problem, and every “lights out” 
decision contributes to the solution. 
We also need to think about insects. 
More than 60% of invertebrate 
species need darkness to live and 
breed. Without it, they suffer and so, 
in turn do many birds (and bats) that 
rely on these species for food. 

How can individuals reduce 
light pollution? First of all, become 
informed. There are so many reasons 
that our overuse and misuse of light 
is dangerous and costly. Second, 
take control of your own lights at 
home by installing shielded fixtures, 
turning unnecessary lights off at 
night, or using motion sensors. 

Third, become active in your 
community by helping to create or 
enforce a lighting ordinance that 
creates the kind and level of lighting 
you want in your community.

Are LEDs going to help or hurt? 
LEDs hold both promise and peril. 
Promise because they are so much 
more efficient than electric lights. 
But peril because 1) they could 
simply mean more light everywhere, 
and 2) the type of LEDs most 
communities are installing are heavy 
in “blue-rich white light,” which is 
the worst kind of light for us (and 
other forms of life) to be exposed to 
at night. 

Paul Bogard is an assistant professor at 
James Madison University in Harrisonburg, 
Virginia where he teaches creative writing and 
environmental literature. Read the complete 
interview at mn.audubon.org.pe
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     I fear that because we are 
not changing our thinking 
about lighting – essentially 
that more light is better – 
that the coming of LEDs will 
only make the problem of 
light pollution worse.

‘‘

’’

In The End of Night, Bogard discusses his 
quest to find true darkness and learn about the 
hazards associated with our increasing use of 
artificial light, including the dangers to birds 
and ourselves. Audubon Minnesota has been 
working to reduce light pollution through our 
Lights Out program since 2007. 
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SAVI NG IM PO R TANT BIR D AR E AS

The state of Minnesota has 
nearly 2.5 million acres of 

School Trust Lands that are currently 
managed by the Department of 
Natural Resources on behalf of 
the School Trust Fund. What does 
this have to do with Audubon’s 
conservation work? Quite a bit 
actually. 

Of the 2.5 million acres of School 
Trust Lands, nearly 1.3 million 
acres are found within Important 
Bird Areas (IBAs) here in Minnesota 
– that’s over 10% of the total acres 
in all 57 of Minnesota’s IBAs. And, 
while the history of School Trust 
Lands is fascinating, the next chapter 
of the story is playing out today and 
over the next handful of years.

In 2012 the Minnesota Legislature 
directed the Department of Natural 
Resources to inventory all School 

Trust Lands under its management 
with an eye towards maximizing the 
economic return for the School Trust 
Fund or compensating the School 
Trust Fund to protect vital habitat. 

The focus right now is on nearly 
90,000 acres of old-growth forests, 
peat lands, prairie, and other 
biologically rich and diverse areas. 
We need approximately $85,000,000 
to compensate the School Trust Fund 
to safeguard these 90,000 acres.

Where will the money come 
from? Well, current legislative 
proposals include money from 
the General Fund, money from 
a bonding bill, or dedicating 
unclaimed lottery prize money, all 
three of which Audubon supports. 
In regards to the unclaimed lottery 
prize money, Audubon supports 
use of these funds for their original 
intent and purpose to support the 
environment.

Right now this issue enjoys 
strong, bi-partisan support. In 
particular, the leadership of 
Representative O’Driscoll, Senator 
Ruud, Senator Saxhaug, and 

Representative Newton is to be 
applauded. Audubon, along with 
allies like The Nature Conservancy 
and the Izaak Walton League, see 
this as the win-win situation that 
it is – by compensating the School 
Trust Fund to protect these special 
places we are investing in BOTH our 
environment and our children. 

Twelve percent (363,494 acres) of the Superior National Forest Important Bird Area is made up of School Trust Lands. 

A Win-Win
Safeguarding vital habitat in 
Minnesota’s School Trust Lands

By Matthew Anderson
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Northern Goshawks  are found in the Superior 
National Forest – a habitat that includes 
mature to old-growth forests with large trees. 
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Bob, bob, bob goes the Spotted 
Sandpiper’s tail in a constant, 

smooth motion as it darts along 
the water’s edge. Stopping 
suddenly, its bill probes quickly into 
the mud and out comes a small snail, 
which is quickly consumed. 

From freshwater lakes and rivers 
to coastal areas, this handsome and 
interesting bird makes its home 
almost anywhere there is water. 
Spotted Sandpipers are the most 
widespread sandpiper in North 
America, but sadly populations have 
declined 46% since 1966.  

Spotted sandpipers have 
intriguing social lives. They are 
polyandrous, which means females 
will mate with several males during 
the course of the breeding season.   
Only two percent of all bird species 
exhibit this behavior. Females will 
lay eggs for up to four males at a 
time, and males will incubate the 
eggs and raise the young. 

Nests are usually located under 
thick vegetation near water, close to 
shallow areas and exposed mud or 
sand flats. These areas provide prime 
foraging habitat, producing the 
small invertebrates, snails, mollusks, 
worms, and small fish that make up 
the spotted sandpiper’s diet. 

On the Upper Mississippi River, 
locks and dams maintain higher 
than normal water levels during 
summer and early fall, flooding out 
the many sandbars and mudflats that 
are needed for nesting and migrating 
sandpipers.   

Sandbars  
and Mudflats
How water level drawdowns on 
the Mississippi River help the 
Spotted Sandpiper

By Tim Schlagenhaft

SPECIES PROFILE

Restoring low water levels 
using summer drawdowns of the 
pools behind locks and dams is an 
important tool being used to mimic 
these natural low water levels. 
Audubon, The Nature Conservancy, 
Army Corps of Engineers, and other 
partners are working cooperatively 
to permanently change the way 
dams are operated so drawdowns 
become routine, benefitting Spotted 
Sandpipers and other wildlife by 
returning a key feature of the river’s 
natural hydrology. 
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