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FOREWORD
SAVE THE BIRDS, SAVE OURSELVES
Paul R. Ehrlich

Why should we care about the conservation of birds? Ornithologists and ecologists can readily rattle off reasons why we should care ranging from the importance of birds in supplying ecosystem services—controlling insects and rodents, dispersing seed, and pollinating plants—to their value as indicators of environmental health.

Less frequently cited is the role birds have played in affecting human culture: birds live in every ecosystem on Earth, have been present at the rise and the fall of every human civilization, large and small, and have had profound effects on our species throughout our history. Neolithic people scratched migrating geese on cave walls, and Egyptians carved falcons on kings’ thrones. Quetzals adorn Mayan temples, and pictures of birds can be found in most American homes today. The reason for this extraordinary use of bird images cannot be traced to their ecological roles but most likely originated in their effects on the human spirit.

Cranes, parrots, corvids, and even sparrows permeate human history, cultures, and religions. Eagles and falcons have long been used to symbolize national power, and doves represent peace. In times of trouble, bird songs soothe our spirits. Storks deliver us at birth, and owls mourn our deaths. The migration of birds—once thought a mysterious annual disappearance, perhaps into the depths of the sea—has exemplified human wonderment and the quest for knowledge. And many of us revel in the vivid colors and fascinating behavior of birds and, in the process, imagine ourselves close to nature.

But in truth we are growing apart from nature. Our own species now dominates the biosphere and is increasingly destroying it. Growing human populations, increasing per-capita consumption (especially among the rich), and the selection of environmentally unfriendly technologies and institutions are sawing off the limb on which humanity is perched. Most people seem to be unaware of the seriousness of the destruction and unable to perceive the message of danger being sent by our avifauna. But we should not be: while only a few North American species have disappeared, many bird populations have undoubtedly gone extinct, often unheralded. The Whooping Crane, Eskimo Curlew, Spotted Owl, both Prairie-Chickens, Yellow-billed Cuckoo in California, Red-cockaded Woodpecker, Kirtland’s Warbler, and Seaside Sparrow are among the better-publicized examples of extensive population loss. Fully 70 percent of eastern neotropical migrants have dwindled in numbers in the past 20 years. Seven of 12 species endemic to the Great Plains grasslands have declined in the past 25 years. In the West, the Marbled Murrelet and California Gnatcatcher have created concern as species threatened by habitat loss leading to population extinctions. Even though we should be very concerned about species loss, it is populations that supply ecosystem services—including the esthetic and life-enriching services birders value so much.

Outside our borders things are often worse. Almost 300 species are threatened with extinction in the American tropics, and untold populations throughout the developing world are being extirpated as forests and swamps are cleared for grazing, agriculture, silviculture, and aquaculture.

These losses are damaging not just in terms of the environmental services birds provide—though these are substantial—but because of what they say about our cultures and our values today. Birds and their habitats are in decline almost everywhere, and, increasingly, people choose just to look the other way. The generosity of our spirit has diminished to the point where we seem no longer willing to find room for these beautiful and interesting representatives of Earth’s disappearing biota. We are heedlessly wiping out a substantial portion of our only known living companions in the universe.

We stand today at a crossroads: Never has the rate of loss of biodiversity been greater during the six million years of human history—and the engine of destruction is Homo sapiens. Never has our species been more disconnected from the natural world; but, ironically, never have so many Americans been interested in the welfare of birds. Yet never has a nation had greater financial capacity to provide for nature, and never before has humanity had so much scientific capacity both to understand and protect birds.

Those who care about conservation recognize that the future of our species depends on the future of the other life on our planet—for ecological, economic, and spiritual reasons. There is also a growing awareness that our ability to turn our own species onto a course that allows for the continued sustenance of all life will require reengaging people with nature and a reacquisition of humanity’s appreciation for the life around it. Birds—omnipresent, beautiful, and mysterious—can be nature’s best ambassadors.

Birds, like all other organisms, face two basic kinds of threats: those that reduce reproduction and those that increase mortality. Factors affecting mortality are legion, ranging from bycatch of seabirds in the world’s commercial fisheries and the widespread use of pesticides and other toxic chemicals to the introduction of alien predators and the construction of lighted towers and buildings that attract migrants to their deaths. Reproduction is also affected by many things, but none more significant than the galloping loss of high-quality habitat. Not only is habitat absolutely lost via permanent alteration of the landscape to suburban development, row crop agriculture, and so forth, but more is lost to fragmentation and degradation, invasions of exotic plant species, and land management not conducive to wildlife. Global climate change is likely to exacerbate habitat loss, since natural processes of adjustment could be overwhelmed by unprecedented rates of change, and organisms will certainly face human-created barriers to movement.

Many people believe habitat loss to be the greatest threat to all wildlife, and myriad efforts are underway to stem the tide of these losses—to some effect. Led by broad coalitions such as Partners in Flight (more than 300 groups cooperating for the conservation of bird habitat) and the North American Bird Conservation Initiative (collaborative planning and conservation among the major bird initiatives for waterfowl, shorebirds, raptors, and songbirds), ornithologists have become highly organized in the past decade in targeting conservation of prime breeding, wintering, and migratory areas.

American Bird Conservancy’s (ABC) highly collaborative Important Bird Areas (IBA) program is one excellent strategy for bird conservation. By identifying the 500 or so most significant places for birds, ABC accomplishes several things. First, it focuses conservation efforts where they will matter most for North American birds. As a directory of priorities, this book will guide conservation actions for years to come. Second, the IBA program provides a rallying point for hundreds of local groups and thousands of citizens who want to be directly involved in conservation. And, perhaps most importantly, by publishing this book, ABC draws the attention of the American public to the need to identify and protect the most important places for birds. In addition, the conservation briefs scattered throughout the book should aid in educating readers about the world of conservation issues and solutions. It is my strong hope that this book will increase awareness of the plight of birds and arouse citizens of the United States to more determined action in the cause of conservation.

PAUL R. EHRLICH is Bing Professor of Population Studies at Stanford University and President of Stanford’s Center for Conservation Biology. He is the coauthor of The Birder’s Handbook and Birds in Jeopardy.
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INTRODUCTION

This book is the first to identify and describe the globally most significant Important Bird Areas (IBA) in the United States. Though there are books treating some of these areas and which species a birder can find there, no single work has ever put sites into the context of their global meaning to bird conservation.

The Important Bird Area concept originated in Europe and was developed by BirdLife International in the 1980s, and through the years has become a worldwide effort. Conservationists in the United States have taken up the idea with enthusiasm. ABC’s contribution began in 1995, with a focus on sites of global, continental, and national significance. Working with partner conservation groups and managers and owners of the sites themselves, we intend the IBA program to be as powerful a force for bird conservation in the United States as it has been abroad. This book is an important step toward this goal. In it we are not just trying to raise or sharpen the awareness of the public and of the managers and owners of these areas as to their critical importance, but to provide information to birders and other conservationists who wish to get directly involved and see the sites for themselves. If one knows what role a site plays in the overall conservation of birds, one sees it through new eyes.

In the last 100 years, the bird landscape in the United States has changed dramatically. Ranges of many species have shrunk (such as Loggerhead Shrike and Lesser Prairie-Chicken), while others have grown (such as Fish Crow, Blue Jay, and Claycolored Sparrow). Many non-native birds have been introduced into the United States, including several species of parrots and doves, now found widely in the Sun Belt. One that got here on its own—the Cattle Egret—has spread through much of the country and has been sighted in nearly all of the lower 48 states. Two species decimated during the nineteenth century finally died out completely in the early twentieth—the Passenger Pigeon and the Carolina Parakeet—victims of overhunting and persecution by humans. Two denizens of old-growth bottomland forests in the Southeast—the Ivory-billed Woodpecker and Bachman’s Warbler—slipped into oblivion as their habitat became scarce. Several species of Hawaiian forest birds fell victim to habitat loss and introduced avian diseases, and became extinct. Yet while the last hundred years have been very bad for some bird species, for others—those that benefit from human activities—they have been very good. Herring and Ring-billed gulls are flourishing, as are Brown-headed Cowbirds and Canada Geese. Helped by feeders, backyard birds such as cardinals, Tufted Titmice, and mockingbirds have expanded their ranges and no doubt their numbers.

Just as bird distributions and abundances have changed, problems facing bird conservation have changed as well. Old problems—such as wholesale slaughter of shorebirds by market hunters and the killing of egrets for feathers for women’s hats—have disappeared. Others—such as habitat destruction—are still with us, but in a different form: the clearing of the forests and the breaking of the prairies have given way to suburban sprawl and the vast monocultures of commercial agriculture. And new problems have arisen. Pollution from pesticides and excessive use of fertilizers first arose as a serious issue in the twentieth century. In the last few years, communication towers have sprung up as hazards to migrant birds. And the last few decades have greatly hastened the introduction and spread of non-native plants and animals—often crowding out native species and degrading millions of acres of land. Global warming—though only its earliest effects have been felt so far—may affect the distributions of most species greatly over the next few human generations. Unlike earthbound creatures, birds can pick up and look for places where conditions are better, but there is no guarantee in a very changed world that they will find them.

Despite these problems, the picture for bird conservation has many bright spots. More and more land—including land in and adjacent to Important Bird Areas—is being protected every year. The federal government continues to add lands to refuges and national forests and to designate wilderness areas. Many states are protecting additional lands as well; for example, Florida has an ambitious program to acquire natural areas, spending $300 million a year. Using not only direct purchase but tools such as conservation easements, groups such as The Nature Conservancy, The Conservation Fund, and local land trusts have protected millions of acres of land. Biologists have learned what measures it takes to protect some of our rarest species, and they are carrying them out. In the case of the Red-cockaded Woodpecker and Florida Scrub-Jay, this means direct habitat manipulation through controlled burning or mechanical clearing of brush; for the Kirtland’s Warbler and the Black-capped Vireo, it means trapping of cowbirds that parasitize nests; for the Piping Plover it means protecting nests from marauding predators such as gulls, raccoons, and domestic cats and dogs.

Most encouraging is the public support these programs have gained. A powerful constituency has arisen, and it is still growing. Birding is now one of the most popular hobbies in the United States. In the last ten years, the number of birders has more than doubled, from 21 million to 54 million—some estimates are as high as 71 million. Birders tend to be well informed, bright, and curious about their environment. They have gone beyond asking the casual question, “What bird is that,” to trying to find out. For many, one thing leads to another, and soon they are buying books, spending money on binoculars and telescopes, and taking trips to add to their life lists. Once hooked, they find birding is a passion that will last them a lifetime. In the process they become an eloquent and powerful constituency for bird and habitat conservation.

Birders are the natural allies of the land managers and research scientists at the sites themselves, not just on federal lands but on state lands and private preserves as well. These dedicated professionals, often working with limited budgets and limited recognition, are not only the ones most knowledgeable about the resource they manage, but also are typically very well informed as to what is happening in bird research and protection elsewhere. To get the resources to make their programs a success, these managers need all the support they can get from birders and other conservationists. If we can direct attention toward these globally important sites and strengthen the bond between those who visit and those who manage them, we will have accomplished much of what we set out to do.


USING THIS BOOK

This book describes 508 IBAs in the form of “site accounts.” These accounts provide information on location, size, ownership, official designations (where they exist), habitats, land use, and a general site description, as well as information on the birds found there and concerns regarding their conservation. The Highlight section provides an at-a-glance indication of why the site is globally significant to birds. In many cases the account describes a single IBA or pair of closely related IBAs, and this is reflected in the account title. In other cases a single account relates to a cluster of IBAs that occur in close proximity, and/or have common habitats and avifauna. Such clusters are represented by an overarching, descriptive account title, with the names of the individual IBAs shown in sequence immediately below. In some cases, the volume of information or differences between IBAs within these clusters merit each being given individual attention under its own (indented) account. The book also cites many other places that, while not IBAs themselves, may be internal divisions of an IBA (e.g., islands within a chain, or units of a national wildlife refuge or national forest), larger management units responsible for administration of an IBA, or simply nearby places worthy of note.

Numbers in parentheses after the IBA names correspond to the numbers on the maps at the start of each chapter. These maps vary in scale and are provided to indicate the approximate geographical location of IBAs relative to each other and major rivers, cities, and state boundaries. Where the information is available and where the size of the IBA warrants it, sites are represented by polygons. All other sites are marked with dots. Some IBAs are so close together that representation on the maps became too crowded. In such cases the dots were spaced farther apart to aid legibility. The map legends give page references where the account for each IBA can be found. The checklist on this page provides the opportunity to record your visits to individual IBAs. This checklist is arranged by state, and contains page numbers referencing all the IBA accounts. In this way it can also be used as an index of IBAs by state, supplemental to the main alphabetical index at the back of the book.

All bird names are taken from the American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU) Check-list of the Birds of North America, Seventh Edition. Where a subspecies, race, or population segment is mentioned, it is either indicated in the text, or the subspecies portion of the common name is placed in quotes, e.g., the “Yuma” Clapper Rail, and the “Southwestern” Willow Flycatcher. Scientific names are not used, but can easily be found in the comprehensive list maintained by the AOU on their website: www.aou.org.
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Criteria for Site Selection

Why did we pick the sites we did? For some sites, the reasons are apparent; Aransas National Wildlife Refuge in Texas is internationally known as the winter home to nearly the entire wild population of the Whooping Crane, while Delaware Bay is famous as the place where hundreds of thousands of shorebirds stop each spring to feast on horseshoe crab eggs. But how many people know that Apalachicola National Forest in Florida has the greatest population in the world of the endangered Red-cockaded Woodpecker, or that Fort Hood, Texas, is the world’s leading site for two endangered species—the Black-capped Vireo and the Golden-cheeked Warbler? Or that one of the best breeding areas for the green-listed Henslow’s Sparrow is reclaimed strip-mined lands in southwestern Indiana? There are plenty of foregone conclusions among the sites listed in this book, but there are plenty of surprises, too.

For a site to be chosen, it must be of significant importance, during at least some part of the year, by containing habitat that supports:


Category 1: a species on the ABC Green List, the criteria for which are set forth below. Note that for species on this list, we do not in general attempt to describe each and every important site, but rather, the few best and most critical of the sites known, while listing or mentioning a few of particular note. Note also that certain subspecies are mentioned in the accounts throughout the text, because of their special conservation concern.

Category 2: a significantly large concentration of breeding, migrating, or wintering birds, including waterfowl, seabirds, wading birds, raptors, or landbirds. For the species in this category, we do not include super-abundant flocking species such as some of the blackbirds or those which are increasing their populations to the point where they, themselves, are presenting management problems, such as Snow and Canada Geese and Herring and Ring-billed gulls. Below are our criteria for including sites with significant congregations:




	[image: ] for waterfowl, we count as a globally significant IBA sites with more than 100,000 ducks and geese;

	[image: ] for seabirds, we limit this to colonies of 50,000 individuals or more, omitting concentrations of Herring and Ring-billed gulls;

	[image: ] for shorebirds, we include sites at the international and hemispheric level in the Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network (WHSRN) and sites with 50,000 individuals or more at some time of year. Many shorebird species are on the Green List; we include sites that reliably host important contingents of these species.

	[image: ] Congregations of raptors, with 25,000 or more individuals regularly counted during a season. It is important to note that these sites are generally “overflight” sites, not used by migrant raptors for resting and feeding, and thus not important to them in the same way many stopover sites are to migrating passerines and other landbirds. There are probably many other places in the United States that would qualify on the basis of 25,000 hawks passing over, but we include only those where long-term counts are available.

	[image: ] for wading birds, we limit our sites to those representing the largest colonies or other places regularly used, not merely those with more than 10,000 individuals.

	[image: ] for migrating landbirds other than raptors, including passerines, cuckoos, and hummingbirds, the sites we include are stopover sites, though there is a general lack of census data on numbers using such sites, and use can vary greatly from year to year, depending on weather conditions. Among the examples in this category are well-known migrant traps such as Dauphin Island, Alabama, and High Island, Texas.



Many of the sites qualify in both categories. We hope that the “Highlight” given for each site should make it apparent why it was chosen, without the need for the reader to page back to this section. Note that since the appearance of the Important Bird Areas map produced in cooperation with National Geographic, the list has undergone a revision; for example, all those species of very limited total distribution (e.g., Tricolored Blackbird, Yellow-billed Magpie) have now been incorporated into the ABC Green List.

ABC Green List

The ABC Green List reflects the most advanced and consistent reasoning yet attempted concerning the assessment of the status of birds in the United States. In order to focus on the most important conservation objectives, Partners in Flight (PIF) developed a species assessment process. From the beginning, the criteria used included range size, population size, population trend, and threats. Initiatives dealing with shorebirds, waterbirds, and waterfowl all created variations of these criteria, as did increasing involvement by Canadian and Mexican conservationists, and the criteria continue to evolve as new ideas develop.

A list such as this is an interpretation of assessment that includes all of those species that exceed a selected level of cumulative concern on a national or continental scale. PIF has produced a number of Watch Lists over the years, most recently in “Conservation of the Land Birds of the United States” in 2000. Previous lists were inconsistent, in part because divergent interpretations of the various initiatives (shorebirds, waterbirds, etc.) were respected, meaning that different groups of birds were evaluated differently and independently of each other.

Since the 2000 publication, PIF in the three North American countries has made great advances in the science and application of species assessment. ABC has applied this latest thinking to all birds, including shorebirds, waterbirds, waterfowl, and other gamebirds such as grouse and quail. The result is the following ABC Green List. There are three groups of species on the list. The first includes those species of highest continental concern: those showing some alarming combination of population declines, small population size, small ranges, and high threats. The second list includes species that are moderately abundant with population declines or high threats, and the third list includes those with restricted distributions and low population size.

Listing status under the United States Endangered Species Act is indicated (as Endangered or Threatened). Note that the ABC Green List only deals with full species, not considering subspecies that may be of high concern. A separate list of Hawaiian birds on the ABC Green List follows.

Highest Continental Concern


Short-tailed Albatross (Endangered)

Bermuda Petrel (Endangered)

Black-capped Petrel

Pink-footed Shearwater

Ashy Storm-Petrel

California Condor (Endangered)

Steller’s Eider (Threatened)

Spectacled Eider (Threatened)

Gunnison Sage-Grouse

Lesser Prairie-Chicken

Yellow Rail

Black Rail

King Rail

Whooping Crane (Endangered)

Snowy Plover (Western ssp. threatened)

Piping Plover (Threatened; Great

Lakes/Midwest pop. endangered)

Mountain Plover

Eskimo Curlew (Endangered)

Long-billed Curlew

Marbled Murrelet (WA, OR, and CA pops. threatened)

Xantus’s Murrelet

Craveri’s Murrelet

Thick-billed Parrot

Red-cockaded Woodpecker

(Endangered)

Ivory-billed Woodpecker (Endangered)

Black-capped Vireo (Endangered)

Florida Scrub-Jay (Threatened)

Island Scrub-Jay

Bicknell’s Thrush

Bachman’s Warbler (Endangered)

Golden-winged Warbler

Colima Warbler

Golden-cheeked Warbler (Endangered)

Kirtland’s Warbler (Endangered)

Bachman’s Sparrow

Henslow’s Sparrow

Saltmarsh Sharp-tailed Sparrow

Tricolored Blackbird

Moderately Abundant Species

with Declines or High Threats

Horned Grebe

Greater Shearwater

Audubon’s Shearwater

Band-rumped Storm-Petrel

Brandt’s

Pelagic Cormorant

Little Blue Heron

Brant

American Black Duck

Black Scoter

Swallow-tailed Kite

Swainson’s Hawk

Greater Sage-Grouse

Blue Grouse

Greater Prairie-Chicken (Attwater’s ssp.

endangered)

Scaled Quail

American Golden-Plover

American Avocet

Lesser Yellowlegs

Solitary Sandpiper

Upland Sandpiper

Whimbrel

Marbled Godwit

Sanderling

Semipalmated Sandpiper

Western Sandpiper

Dunlin

Stilt Sandpiper

Short-billed Dowitcher

Wilson’s Snipe

American Woodcock

Wilson’s Phalarope

Red Phalarope

Gull-billed Tern

Roseate Tern (North Atlantic Coast pop.

endangered; Western Hemisphere

pop. threatened)

Least Tern (Interior ssp.

Endangered)

Black Skimmer

Razorbill

Pigeon Guillemot

White-crowned Pigeon

Band-tailed Pigeon

Mangrove Cuckoo

Short-eared Owl

White-throated Swift

Rufous Hummingbird

Elegant Trogon

Red-headed Woodpecker

Olive-sided Flycatcher

Willow Flycatcher (Southwestern ssp.endangered)

Bell’s Vireo (Least ssp. endangered)

Pinyon Jay

Oak Titmouse

Brown-headed Nuthatch

Wood Thrush

Sprague’s Pipit

Grace’s Warbler

Prairie Warbler

Bay-breasted Warbler

Cerulean Warbler

Prothonotary Warbler

Worm-eating Warbler

Kentucky Warbler

Canada Warbler

Brewer’s Sparrow

Baird’s Sparrow

Harris’s Sparrow

Varied Bunting

Painted Bunting

Dickcissel

Rusty Blackbird

Species with Restricted Distributions and Low Population Size

Yellow-billed Loon

Clark’s Grebe

Laysan Albatross

Black-footed Albatross

Cory’s Shearwater

Flesh-footed Shearwater

Buller’s Shearwater

Manx Shearwater

Black-vented Shearwater

Black Storm-Petrel

Least Storm-Petrel

Red-faced Cormorant

Magnificent Frigatebird

Reddish Egret

Emperor Goose

Mottled Duck

Harlequin Duck

Snail Kite (Endangered)

Mountain Quail

Montezuma Quail

Pacific Golden-Plover

Wilson’s Plover

American Oystercatcher

Black Oystercatcher

Bristle-thighed Curlew

Hudsonian Godwit

Bar-tailed Godwit

Black Turnstone

Surfbird

Red Knot

Buff-breasted Sandpiper

Heermann’s Gull

Yellow-footed Gull

Red-legged Kittiwake

Elegant Tern

Aleutian Tern

Bridled Tern

Kittlitz’s Murrelet

Ancient Murrelet

Whiskered Auklet

Flammulated Owl

Elf Owl

Spotted Owl (Northern and Mexican

ssp. threatened)

Antillean Nighthawk

Black Swift

Costa’s Hummingbird

Calliope Hummingbird

Allen’s Hummingbird

Lewis’s Woodpecker

Nuttall’s Woodpecker

Arizona Woodpecker

White-headed Woodpecker

Thick-billed Kingbird

Gray Vireo

Yellow-billed Magpie

California Gnatcatcher (Endangered)

Black-capped Gnatcatcher

Wrentit

Bendire’s Thrasher

California Thrasher

Le Conte’s Thrasher

Blue-winged Warbler

Virginia’s Warbler

Lucy’s Warbler

Hermit Warbler

Swainson’s Warbler

Red-faced Warbler

Abert’s Towhee

Rufous-winged Sparrow

Five-striped Sparrow

Black-chinned Sparrow

Nelson’s Sharp-tailed Sparrow

Seaside Sparrow (Cape Sable ssp.

endangered)

McCown’s Longspur

McKay’s Bunting

Audubon’s Oriole

Black Rosy-Finch

Brown-capped Rosy-Finch

Lawrence’s Goldfinch

Hawaiian Birds

Hawaiian Petrel (Endangered)

Townsend’s Shearwater (Newell’s

subspecies threatened)

Hawaiian Goose (Endangered)

Hawaiian Duck (Endangered)

Laysan Duck (Endangered)

Hawaiian Hawk (Endangered)

Hawaiian Coot (Endangered)

Millerbird (Endangered)

*Kamao (Endangered)

*Olomao (Endangered)

Omao

Puaiohi (Endangered)

Laysan Finch (Endangered)

Nihoa Finch (Endangered)

*Ou (Endangered)

Palila (Endangered)

Maui Parrotbill (Endangered)

Oahu Amakihi

Kauai Amakihi

Anianiau

*Nukupuu (Endangered)

Akiapolaau (Endangered)

Akikiki

Hawaii Creeper (Endangered)

Maui Alauahio

*Oahu Alauahio (Endangered)

Akekee

Akepa (Endangered)

Akohekohe (Endangered)

Poo-uli (Endangered)

Iiwi

Elepaio (Oahu subspecies endangered)

Hawaiian Crow (Endangered)

*Denotes species that are possibly extinct.



Extinction and Extinct Species

Extinction is the absolute measure of conservation failure because its approach is clear and undeniable, and because it is unrecoverable. It is the quintessential indicator of society’s willingness to sacrifice future options for short-term gain. Thus, the prevention of extinction should be a hallmark of any society that plans for secure future generations.

Extinction is a naturally occurring phenomenon of evolution. Species cease to exist for reasons ranging from natural competition with other species to gradual (e.g., climate change) or catastrophic (caused by events ranging from a cave collapse to an asteroid’s impact on Earth) habitat change. However, it is the greatly increasing rate of extinction due to the exploding dominance of man across the planet that gives cause for alarm today.

By far the greatest man-caused threat to birds and all species is habitat loss, fragmentation, and degradation in which extinction is an unintended, often unconsidered consequence. The last Ivory-billed Woodpecker succumbed to logging of the last large tracts of bottomland primary forest in the southeastern United States. Bachman’s Warbler fell to conversion of canebrake habitat to agriculture. Sometimes, habitat loss simply stacks the odds too steeply against species survival. When the grasslands and blueberry barrens of Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts, were reduced to fragments, overhunting, fire, cat and other predation, and disease combined to drive the Heath Hen to extinction.

Perhaps the worst case of man-caused mass extinction on Earth has occurred in Hawaii, resulting first from colonization by the Polynesians, and then by Western cultures during the last 200 years. Polynesians arrived around A.D. 400, bringing a variety of mammalian predators. They introduced weed species, converted much of the dry forest, and were responsible for the extinction of at least 50 percent of Hawaii’s bird species. Westerners arrived late in the eighteenth century, bringing grazing mammals, rats, cats, mongooses, insects (including mosquitoes), hundreds of new plant species, and bird diseases. At least 23 bird species have been lost since that time, and many others teeter on the brink of extinction.

Which species will be the next to disappear in the United States? The ABC Green List provides some clues. Most species’ declines are due to habitat loss. Those bird species breeding or wintering in restricted or unique habitats, those dependent upon degrading or disappearing “bottlenecks” during annual migrations, and those least adaptable to changing conditions are the leading candidates for the extinct species list. Examples of restricted or unique habitats include breeding islands for seabirds and island endemics, and species whose mainland habitat types have been fragmented into “habitat islands” such as old-growth conifers (“Northern” Spotted Owls and Marbled Murrelets in the West, and Red-cockaded Woodpeckers and Bachman’s Sparrows in the East), freshwater wetlands (rails), or native grasslands (shorebirds and sparrows). Species threatened by migratory bottlenecks include shorebirds such as the Red Knot that depend on the eggs of horseshoe crabs in Delaware Bay during spring migration and songbirds needing undeveloped coastal habitats after crossing the Gulf of Mexico.

Adaptation is increasingly an important factor in the survival of bird species. When submerged aquatic vegetation—the primary food for many waterfowl species—suffered widespread decline in eastern estuaries in the 1970s, those species that could adapt to upland field feeding (Tundra Swan, geese, and some ducks) maintained populations. Others, such as diving ducks, adapted to aquatic invertebrate foods (Bufflehead) or declined (Canvasback, Redhead). When habitat change in the Ohio Valley proved unfavorable, Cerulean Warbler populations were able to find suitable habitat in southern Ontario in the 1980s and 1990s. Most obviously, species having adapted to the man-altered suburban landscape, such as the American Robin, Northern Mockingbird, and Northern Cardinal, have flourished.

There are limits to adaptability. Wood Thrushes breeding in suburban forest patches are unlikely to adapt to cat predation, and Dickcissels and other birds of agricultural areas cannot adapt to pesticide poisoning. Albatrosses are unlikely to adapt to longline vessels dragging baits that hook and drown them. And when the beaches are all devoted to human recreation, Piping Plovers are unlikely to adapt to breeding in the uplands. The bottom line is that, for each species, reproduction and survivorship must match or exceed mortality for that species to survive. The growing list of threats to most habitats, the non-habitat-related threats to survivorship, and a look at the extinct species list—a duck, shorebird, alcid, pigeon, parakeet, woodpecker, warbler, grouse, wren, and two sparrows—illustrates that no taxonomic group or species is necessarily secure.



	Continental U.S. Species Extinct
Since European Colonization


Labrador Duck

Great Auk

Eskimo Curlew

Passenger Pigeon

Carolina Parakeet

Ivory-billed Woodpecker

Bachman’s Warbler
	Continental U.S. Subspecies Extinct

Since European Colonization

Heath Hen
“San Clemente” Bewick’s Wren

“Texas” Henslow’s Sparrow

“Dusky” Seaside Sparrow





Site Listings by Bird Conservation Region

Many types of Important Bird Areas (IBAs) are represented in the following site accounts. Some are important primarily within a context of a whole suite of sites; they are links or endpoints in a chain along a migratory pathway. In the fall, for example, shorebirds coming down from the Arctic and stopping at the Platte River in Nebraska appear next at Cheyenne Bottoms, Kansas, and then at refuges on the Texas coast. A few are important quite independent of any other: Ocala National Forest is one of the few remaining strongholds for the sedentary Florida Scrub-Jay. Some sites—notably those in Hawaii such as the Alakai Swamp on Kauai, and the complex of sites including Haleakala National Park on Maui—support species found nowhere else on Earth. Nearly all have felt the hand of man to one degree or another, and some—such as the Salton Sea in California and Brazoria Flats Shorebird Sanctuary in Texas—exist as the direct result of human activities. Yet, in the absence of pristine habitats, they have become important for birds.

The sites in this book are arranged within North American Bird Conservation Regions (BCR). Developed by the North American Bird Conservation Initiative (NABCI), the BCR system reflects an emerging consensus among ornithologists as to how to divide up North America to advance bird conservation. Lines defining BCRs were chosen to reflect factors including distribution of birds, patterns of vegetation relevant to birds, prevalent land use practices, and important conservation issues. Those lines are loosely based on a single “spatial language” devised by James Omernik and associates at the Environmental Protection Agency, a method that the three countries involved in NABCI (the United States, Mexico, and Canada) and by various bird initiatives within the United States agreed upon. Lines within this system were chosen by a team of bird conservation experts from a broad spectrum of backgrounds to demarcate the boundaries of BCRs based on factors relevant to birds. Proposed BCR boundaries were widely reviewed throughout the country, modified as a result, and approved by the United States NABCI Committee in November 1999 with the intent to accept additional suggestions for change at the end of three years.

Unlike most state boundaries, these lines are ecologically meaningful. Just as sites in the mountains of North Carolina are very like those in the adjoining mountains of Tennessee but very unlike those on North Carolina’s coast, so do sites on the coast of Oregon have much in common with those on the coasts of Washington and northern California, but very little with sites in the Great Basin in eastern Oregon. It makes sense to treat similar sites together, regardless of the state they are in, since they are often alike in their avifauna and in the management problems they face. Though this organizational scheme may seem somewhat awkward at first, it sorts sites by ecological similarity, and in so doing, adds to the reader’s understanding of birds, habitats, and ecological systems.

Already in use in planning for shorebirds and waterbirds, BCRs are increasingly becoming the primary planning units for all bird conservation. A description of each BCR in terms of its characteristic avifauna and habitats precedes the discussion of the sites found within it. Note that several BCRs span the border with Canada and others cross over into Mexico. Because this book deals only with U.S. IBAs, only the portion of BCRs falling within the United States are represented on the maps. There are also three BCRs (6: Boreal Taiga Plains, 7: Taiga Shield and Hudson Plains, and 8: Boreal Softwood Shield) that are exclusively in Canada, and several others only in Mexico. Although no Canadian IBAs are discussed in this book, some brief information on Canada’s BCRs is provided. The chapter numbers in this book correspond with the numbers assigned to each BCR by NABCI.

Since we think of the geography of the United States in terms of state boundaries, however, we also present a checklist of the sites by state (this page).

Finally, is every globally significant Important Bird Area in the United States in this book? Would that they were, but they are undoubtedly not. Note, for example, that of the 508 sites mentioned in this book, some 60.4 percent are in federal ownership, 27.7 percent are owned by state governments, 6.2 percent are owned and managed by The Nature Conservancy, 3.1 percent by other conservation groups, one percent by municipalities, and only 1.6 percent are on private lands. Does this really reflect the true situation in the United States—that for IBAs, public and conservation lands have everything and private lands next to nothing? Not at all. Then why aren’t they better represented? The main reason is that, in general, far less information on birds—both species and numbers—is available for private than for public lands. Many, if not most private lands are not open to researchers, let alone the public, and often the level of their significance is not widely known. Rights of property owners is a sensitive issue in conservation, and many landowners might regard the naming of their holdings as IBAs with suspicion. We would hope that in the future, more private lands might be identified as IBAs, and that landowners might come to regard this recognition with pride.

As with any set of data about birds, the IBA program will benefit from continuous updating and input from the birding community. Birds change, times change, and the importance of areas change—and new information, affecting IBAs both positively and negatively, is always coming to light. If you have new information or information that corrects what appears in our site accounts—or if you know of an area you believe ought to be included among the top IBAs, please contact us through our website, www.abcbirds.org, or call us at 540-253-5780.


1. Aleutian/Bering Sea Islands

Included in this region are the Aleutian Islands, extending westward from the Alaskan mainland for 1,100 miles, and the Bering Sea Islands, including the Pribilofs, St. Matthew, Hall, St. Lawrence, and Little Diomede. The Aleutian chain is volcanic in origin with a maritime climate in which wind is ever present. Vegetation at higher elevations consists of dwarf shrub communities mainly of willow and crow-berry. Meadows and marshes of herbs, sedges, and grasses are plentiful, and some islands have ericaceous bogs. Sea ice does not extend to the Aleutians, and permafrost is generally absent; however, sea ice is an important feature of the Bering Sea. Seabirds are a dominant component of this region’s avifauna and several species, the Red-legged Kittiwake, Least Auklet, and Whiskered Auklet, breed only in this region. Southern Hemisphere procellariiforms occur regularly in the offshore waters of the southern Bering Sea and northern Gulf of Alaska during Alaskan summers. The breeding diversity of passerines (mainly the Lapland Longspur, Snow Bunting, and Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch), and shorebirds (including the Black Oystercatcher, Dunlin, Ruddy Turnstone, and Rock Sandpiper) is low. However, the McKay’s Bunting, the only endemic Alaskan passerine, is restricted to this area.

Bering Sea Islands IBAs, Alaska
St. Lawrence Island (1), St. Matthew and Hall Islands (2), Pribilof Islands (3)


[image: ] Highlight: Remote windswept islands designated for the breeding McKay’s Bunting (St. Matthew and Hall, possibly also St. Lawrence and Pribilofs), and for the Red-legged Kittiwake (75 percent of world population breeds in the Pribilof Islands).

[image: ] Designation: The Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge, which administers much of the islands, is a National Natural Landmark.

[image: ] Location: Includes St. Matthew and Hall Islands (60° N, 172° W), the Pribilof Islands (57° N, 170° W), and St. Lawrence Island (63° N, 170° W).

[image: ] Size: The Bering Sea Unit of the Alaska Martime Wildlife Refuge is 170,000 acres. The Bering Sea Wilderness Area is 81,340 acres.

[image: ] Ownership: Private and federal: Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge, Bering Sea Wilderness Area.

[image: ] Habitats: Windswept tundra, precipitous cliffs, some lower-lying coastal lagoons, and beaches.

[image: ]

[image: ] Land Use: Wilderness. Some subsistence hunting and offshore commercial fishing.

[image: ] Site Description: Two groups of remote, windswept islands separated by 200 miles of ocean, and one larger (100-mile-long) island that lies around 150 miles farther to the north. The islands are treeless and covered in low spongy tundra with grasses reaching a foot high in places. Some dwarf willows are also present. The northerly St. Lawrence and St. Matthew and Hall Islands (81,340 acres, of which 77,000 is St. Matthew) are surrounded by pack ice nine months of the year. The bleak climate is characterized by high winds and frequent fog. St. Matthew rises to 1,500 feet in altitude, and the steep sea cliffs of nearby Pinnacle Island reach 1,200 feet. The tiny, northerly Hall Island has a hauling-out site for Pacific walrus. St. Matthew has a lake with endemic landlocked chinook salmon, and singing voles and Arctic foxes are the common terrestrial mammals. Of the five islets that make up the more southerly Pribilof Islands, St. Paul is the most frequently visited by birders, although 90 percent of the breeding seabirds occur on nearby St. George. The low tundra of the islands is punctuated by rocky outcrops, and the volcanic soil is a reddish color. During the summer the landscape is brightened by a flush of colorful wildflowers, and there are two lakes on St. Paul where waterfowl and shorebirds gather. There is a colony of approximately one million northern fur seals, of which the majority are found on St. Paul, a herd of wild reindeer, and naturally occurring Arctic foxes. The Pribilofs are also home to a large Aleut-Russian community, many of whom are Russian Orthodox.

[image: ] Birds: The islands are best known for their seabird colonies with two million birds, principally Least Auklets, murres, and fulmars, in the northerly group, and three million in the Pribilofs where a similar mix of species occurs, with the notable addition of 75 percent of the world’s Red-legged Kittiwakes. Other seabirds include the Black-legged Kittiwake, Crested and Parakeet Auklets, and Horned and Tufted Puffins. The majority of the Red-legged Kittiwake population breeds on St. George Island, but the population has declined 50 percent from around 220,000 birds in the mid-1970s. The reason for this decline is not known but appears to be linked to food shortages at sea. The Red-legged Kittiwake has a larger eye than the Black-legged, and this may be an adaptation for specialized night feeding (although both species are known to feed at night). The Pribilofs are also known to birders as a location for Asian vagrants, although the islands are of little, if any, conservation significance for these species. McKay’s Bunting has a tiny isolated breeding population on St. Matthew and Hall Islands, where it nests in rocky areas and along shingle beaches (probably also occasionally breeding on St. Lawrence Island). It is also found in the Pribilofs and may have bred there, and migrates to the western Alaska coast in October, returning to breed in May. The population is probably between 3,000 and 6,000 individuals. Other species of interest include the Red-faced Cormorant, Rock Sandpiper, and Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch. St. Lawrence has more than 3.5 million breeding seabirds, including large numbers of Least Auklets (1.3 million at Singikpo Cape alone), as well as Crested Auklets, and Thick-billed and Common Murres. There are also large numbers of nesting Dunlin, and the Pribilofs have an endemic breeding race of the Rock Sandpiper. Recently discovered winter single-species concentrations of Spectacled Eiders in ice-free areas of the Bering Sea may include upward of 300,000 individuals.

[image: ]

McKay’s Bunting

[image: ] Conservation Issues: Seabird nesting success has been variable in recent years, probably in response to natural fluctuations in food availability, but the possibility that the decline of the Red-legged Kittiwake may be linked to overfishing requires research. In 1982, kittiwake nesting cliffs on St. George were purchased by the government and included in the Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge. Introduced Norway rats or mustelids could wreak havoc on seabirds and on the McKay’s Bunting, and must not be allowed to establish a foothold. The McKay’s Bunting must be considered vulnerable due to its tiny population and limited range. Any major environmental disaster (especially predator introduction) affecting St. Matthew Island could threaten the species’ existence. The Fish and Wildlife Service has already developed a rat response plan for the islands, but the development of rat-proof nest boxes may be a useful precaution.

[image: ] Visitor Information: St. Paul is the most common destination for birders and along with the seabirds, and occasional McKay’s Buntings there, Asian vagrants are a major attraction. Visit during the summer as seabirds are present only between May and August. Tours to the Pribilofs can be arranged by contacting Peninsula Airways at 800-448-4226 and the Tanadgusix Native Corporation at 907-278-2312 (three- to eight-day tours of St. Paul). The King Eider Hotel can be reached at 907-546-2477. The hotel on St. George can be reached at 907-859-9222.



Aleutian Islands/Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge (4), Alaska


[image: ] Highlight: World alcid capital. Includes most of the world breeding population of the rare, endemic Whiskered Auklet and several huge “bird cities” with more than 200,000 breeding seabirds of more than a dozen species. Breeding Red-legged Kittiwakes on one island; significant wintering population of Emperor Geese. Some Steller’s Eiders winter in the east. Bristle-thighed Curlews during migration. Classic birding for Asian vagrants on eastern islands.

[image: ] Designation: Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge is a National Natural Landmark.

[image: ] Location: A chain of more than 2,400 islands stretching 1,000 miles from 163° W to 172° E, and lying between 52° and 54° N. Of the more than 2,400 islands, the following are the most significant for breeding seabirds: Buldir, Chagulak, Kaligagan, Kiska, Segula, and Gareloi.

[image: ] Size: Two million acres: Aleutian Islands Unit of the Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge.

[image: ] Ownership: Mostly federal: Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge is owned by the Fish and Wildlife Service. Adak is a Navy base, and Shemya is an Air Force base. Attu has a small Coast Guard base. Some land is privately owned by native corporations.

[image: ] Habitats: Low-lying, naturally treeless maritime tundra, snow-covered volcanoes, steep sea cliffs up to 200 feet.

[image: ] Land Use: Mostly wilderness. Some subsistence hunting. Commercial fisheries based out of Dutch Harbor, Unalaska. Some military installations.

[image: ] Site Description: The Aleutian Islands extend from the tip of the Alaska Peninsula in the east to remote Attu Island in the west. They comprise around twenty large islands, and more than 2,400 smaller islands, lying at the junction of the northern Pacific Ocean and the Bering Sea, where two crustal plates collide, generating substantial seismic and volcanic activity. The islands are formed from the peaks of an arc of submerged mountains, including 57 volcanoes (13 above 5,000 feet) more than 40 of which have been active during the last 250 years. The archipelago is surrounded by some of the most productive seas in the world, and birds provide a vital link in the ecological chain by contributing large amounts of nitrogen and phosphate through their droppings. The islands include the most southerly land area in Alaska, and are characterized by treeless maritime tundra, snow-capped peaks, boulder beaches, spits, tall sea cliffs, and large kelp beds close to shore. Summer brings colorful wildflowers, and the islands are brought alive by millions of birds, ten million of which are nesting seabirds. The climate is cold (winter average 30°F, summer average 50°F), wet, and inclement, with high winds, fog, and snow. The Aleutians lay to the south of the ancient land bridge known as Beringia, which allowed the free flow of wildlife (and people) between Asia and North America during ice incursions up to 11,000 years ago. During this period, the islands themselves were largely glaciated. Since then they have acted as a partial bridge for the movement of island-hopping colonists, and the prohibitive distance between islands has marooned some immigrant populations that have formed isolated subspecies. For example, the “Evermann’s” Rock Ptarmigan (Attu), the “Yunaska” Rock Ptarmigan (Yunaska), and the Amak race of Song Sparrow, which are all of conservation concern. Five endemic plants have also been identified, including the federally endangered Aleutian shield fern.

[image: ]

Whiskered Auklet

[image: ] Birds: The easternmost island, Attu, is famous for Asian vagrants that are at the edge of, or outside, their normal ranges when they occur there. The Aleutian Islands support huge numbers of nesting seabirds (75 percent of Alaska’s marine birds), and the surrounding seas are also important for seabirds, including the endangered Short-tailed Albatross outside the breeding season. Nesting alcids include Horned and Tufted Puffins; Parakeet, Whiskered, Least, Cassin’s, and Crested Auklets; Marbled and Ancient Murrelets; Pigeon Guillemots; and Common and Thick-billed Murres. The Red-legged Kittiwake breeds on Buldir Island in the western Aleutians. More than one million Northern Fulmars and 100,000 Cassin’s Auklets nest on Chagulak, and Kaligagan holds 100,000 Tufted Puffins. Kiska has more than 1.1 million Least Auklets, and more than 300,000 Crested Auklets. Other large colonies of the Least Auklet can be found on Segula (475,000) and Gareloi (402,000). In total, the Rat Islands (Buldir, Kiska, and Segula) have more than 5.5 million nesting seabirds. Fork-tailed and Leach’s Storm-Petrels, Aleutian Tern, Rock Sandpiper, Black Turnstone, Rock Ptarmigan, Tundra Swan, and Red-faced Cormorant also nest.

[image: ] Conservation Issues: After 1741, the spread of European influence over the indigenous Aleut people, the exploitation of sea otters for fur, and the consumption of other wildlife began the process of permanently changing the natural ecosystems of the Aleutian Islands. The introduction of red and (primarily) Arctic foxes, initially by Russian, and then by American fur trappers, resulted in the near extinction of the “Aleutian” Canada Goose after more than 450 islands had been stocked with foxes. Subsequent removal of foxes has restored goose populations (which had survived on just one island), and improved nesting success for seabirds, waterfowl, shorebirds, and ptarmigan. Today, introduced foxes exist only on 46 islands. Other introduced mammals such as caribou on Adak Island, and Arctic ground squirrel on Unalaska and Kavalga, may present a threat to local ecosystems, but are likely to have little, if any, direct impact on birds. Marine contamination, overfishing, changes in marine ecosystems caused by climate change, floating plastics, fishing nets, and long-lining all present threats to seabirds. Human disturbance could also impact nesting species in some cases. There has been recent documentation of Norway rats killing thousands of nesting auklets on Kiska Island; biologists estimate that the colonies there could be destroyed within 20 years. One researcher has stated, “The number of seabirds that are being killed by rats each year (on Kiska) exceed those killed by the Exxon Valdez oil spill.” The Fish and Wildlife Service is developing a plan to eliminate the rats through the use of poison bait dropped from aircraft.

[image: ] Visitor Information: Commercial flights from Anchorage reach Dutch Harbor, Unalaska, where the only commercial lodgings in the Aleutians can be found. Flights also go to Adak and Shemya, but these islands are controlled by the military, and visitors can travel there only with military clearance (Navy and Air Force respectively). Some areas are owned by native corporations and should be treated as private property. The Coast Guard operates a small base on Attu, but birders can no longer visit the island. For general visitor information, contact: Refuge Manager, Aleutian Islands Unit, Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge, Box 5251, NAS Adak, AK, FPO Seattle, WA 98791, 907-592-2406/2407, e-mail: r7aiuwr@mail.fws.gov.




2. Western Alaska

This region consists of the subarctic Coastal Plain of western Alaska and the Alaska Peninsula mountains. Wet and mesic graminoid herbaceous communities dominate the lowlands and numerous ponds, lakes, and rivers dot the landscape. Tall shrub communities are found along rivers and streams, and low shrub communities occupy uplands. Forests of spruce and hardwoods penetrate the region on its eastern edge. Permafrost is continuous except in southern parts of the region. High densities of breeding waterfowl and shorebirds are found on the coastal plain of the Yukon and Kuskokwim Rivers. Intertidal areas there, and lagoons on the north side of the Alaska Peninsula, support millions of shorebirds during migration, including the Dunlin, Western Sandpiper, Red Knot, and Bar-tailed Godwit. The coast of the Alaska Peninsula supports high concentrations of wintering sea ducks, including the Steller’s Eider, Harlequin Duck, Long-tailed Duck, Surf Scoter, and Black Scoter. Passerine diversity is greatest in tall, riparian shrub habitats, where the Arctic Warbler, Gray-cheeked Thrush, and Blackpoll Warbler nest. The Gyrfalcon and Rough-legged Hawk nest along the riverine cliffs. Mainland sea cliffs are occupied by nesting colonies of the Black-legged Kittiwake, Common Murre, and Pelagic Cormorant.

Seward Peninsula (1), Alaska


[image: ] Highlight: A remote wilderness that provides the bulk of the world breeding habitat for Bristle-thighed Curlews. Wintering McKay’s Buntings.

[image: ] Location: The 20,000-square-mile peninsula lies at approximately 65° N, and between 162° and 168° W, and is surrounded to the north by the Chukchi Sea and to the south by the Bering Sea. The extreme northern tip of the peninsula (Cape Espenberg) lies inside the Arctic Circle.

[image: ] Ownership: Private and federal, including the 2.7-million-acre Bering Land Bridge National Preserve.

[image: ] Habitats: Coastal and alpine tundra, extensive lava flows, volcanic crater lakes (known as maars), coastal barrier islands, dunes.

[image: ] Land Use: Wilderness, subsistence hunting, reindeer herding.

[image: ] Principal Threats: The remoteness of the area provides natural protection. The Bering Land Bridge National Preserve is one of the most isolated parks in the United States. Few threats are evident.

[image: ]

[image: ] Site Description: The Seward Peninsula is characterized by open maritime tundra with more alpine tundra inland. The surrounding seas are covered with ice for eight months each year. There is a brief summer growing season during the period of extended daylight when the daily maximum temperature can reach above 70°F. Most of the peninsula is remote and roadless, with the Bering Land Bridge National Preserve reachable only by air taxi, charter plane, or across the snow in winter. There are mountainous areas with rugged glaciated peaks reaching to 4,700 feet and deep valleys. The bedrock is chiefly metamorphic, but includes both volcanic and limestone rocks, each with its own distinctive flora. Shrubs including the dwarf birch, willow, and alder can be found in the southern hills, and tussock cotton grass is the dominant plant across the bulk of the landscape. The south of the peninsula also contains some Boreal Forest. Permafrost reaches close to the surface and occasionally hot volcanic springs can be found. The topography is shaped by ice action, and small hills, or pingos, and thermokarst lakes are both formed as buried ice cores expand and decay. The northern Coastal Plain consists of wet meadows, and the coast is protected by a chain of low-lying barrier islands. More than 400 plant species have been identified, and mammals include the moose, wolf, and brown bear. Local Eskimo communities practice subsistence hunting and reindeer herding. Some domesticated reindeer (domesticated caribou) have been lost after joining migrating caribou herds.

[image: ] Birds: The bird conservation highlight of the Seward Peninsula is the breeding population of the Bristle-thighed Curlew, but the McKay’s Bunting also winters along the coast. The Hoary Redpoll, Gray-cheeked Thrush, Gyrfalcon, and Arctic Loon breed, as does the Black Turnstone. Both the Steller’s and Spectacled Eider occur, the latter breeding in small numbers. The Emperor Goose also occurs during migration. Aside from these species of conservation concern, the peninsula offers outstanding birding, especially around Nome and Wales. Nick Lethaby’s book, A Bird Finding Guide to Alaska contains an excellent and detailed section on birding these areas. Some of the possible highlight species include the Arctic Warbler, Bluethroat, Northern Wheatear, Yellow and White Wagtails, Wandering Tattler, Red-throated Pipit, and occasional Dotterel and Yellow-billed Loon. The Bar-tailed Godwit nests. The Long-tailed Jaeger and Rock Ptarmigan can be found on the alpine tundra. The Tundra Swan and Sandhill Crane are also present. The Varied Thrush nests in taller willow scrub, and colonies of Aleutian and Arctic Terns can be found along the coast. Passage of seabirds and wildfowl past Wales can be spectacular, with thousands of loons and Parakeet and Least Auklets. Asian vagrants include regular records of the Red-necked Stint.

[image: ] Conservation Issues: The area’s remoteness provides a high degree of natural protection. Birders looking for the Bristle-thighed Curlew should be careful not to disturb the birds (see below). Wolf control has been discontinued, and they are slowly recovering.

[image: ] Visitor Information: The Bristle-thighed Curlew is the main prize for birders visiting the peninsula, and the species can be found by driving north from Nome on the Kougarok (Taylor) Highway to the Kougarok River. Each year, the Fish and Wildlife Service tries to stake out one pair for birders to see so that other nesting pairs can remain undisturbed. For information on the location of curlews, call Robert Gill at the Fish and Wildlife Service, 907-786-3514. The best time to visit is mid-June, and if you are unable to get information on where to see the birds, you may find them in the vicinity of the bridge over the Kougarok River where it is sometimes possible to see curlews from the road. Wherever you go, please do not walk through curlew territories, keep your distance, and leave as soon as you can. The Bering Land Bridge National Preserve can be reached by air taxi or by charter flight from Nome. For information, contact the refuge at 907-443-2522. The preserve is open year-round for hiking, fishing, camping, hunting, and for skiing in winter. There are a small number of cabins for visitors.



Yukon Delta National Wildlife Refuge (2), Alaska


[image: ] Highlight: Most important IBA for nesting geese (750,000 nesting swans and geese). Two million nesting ducks. Perhaps up to 20 million breeding and staging shorebirds. The Bristle-thighed Curlew and threatened Spectacled Eider breed, as do small numbers of the Alaska-breeding population of the Steller’s Eider, federally listed as threatened. Critical site for the Emperor Goose.

[image: ] Designation: Wetland of Regional Importance in the Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network.

[image: ] Location: The refuge lies on the Bering Sea coast of central western Alaska, extending from the south of Norton Sound in the north, to Kuskokwim Bay in the south. Nelson and Nunivak Islands are included within the refuge.

[image: ] Size: The refuge’s borders encompass more than 26 million acres, of which 19.5 million acres are federally owned, with about seven million acres privately owned by a variety of native corporations.

[image: ] Ownership: Fish and Wildlife Service, private.

[image: ] Habitats: The low-lying tundra of the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta proper includes both wet and moist tundra (with wetter habitats generally found toward the coast), and the uplands north of the Yukon and east of the Kuskokwim include both moist and alpine tundra. Although some of the mountains north of the Yukon are forested, some are not. There are also forested slopes in the mountains east of the Kuskokwim. The most productive and biologically diverse forests within the refuge’s borders are found not in the mountains, but in the corridors of the Yukon and Kuskokwim rivers. The forest and shrub habitats of the refuge, most of which are riparian, total nearly 2.5 million acres.

[image: ] Land Use: The area is sparsely populated but supports the majority of the Yup’ik Eskimo people, who continue an extensive subsistence harvest of fish, wildlife, and plants (including berries). Historically, commercial fishing has been the most important resource-based component of the cash economy. Forty-three villages and thousands of seasonal fish camps are scattered throughout the area, particularly along the coast and major rivers. The largest town, Bethel, has over 5,000 inhabitants.

[image: ] Site Description: The land within the borders of the refuge comprises the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta. This remote and wild region on the coast of the Bering Sea is principally low-lying maritime tundra peppered with hundreds of thousands of small pools, and crisscrossed by countless slow-moving creeks and rivulets. It is formed by the deltas of the Yukon and Kuskokwin Rivers. The Yukon is the fifth-largest river in the United States and one of the least affected by human development. With a daily tidal range of more than six feet, maritime influence can extend up to 34 miles upriver, and seasonal storm surges can cause flooding well inland. The area is in the southernmost permafrost and is dominated by sedge-graminoid and dwarf shrub meadows. Riparian shrub corridors provide nesting habitat for passerine birds. The southern Nulato Hills extend into the northern portion of the refuge; the Andreafsky Wilderness encompasses most of this region. Both forks of the Andreafsky River have been designated “Wild and Scenic.” The vegetation along the river consists of spruce, poplar, tall shrubs, and low wet bogs. Willows, alders, dwarf shrubs, mosses, lichens, and a rich diversity of flowering forbs cloak the surrounding hills. Across the delta, rivers become ice free in June, and water levels are lowest in July, picking up again through August during summer rains. As well as being important for birds, the delta supports the moose, bear (brown and black), wolf, and caribou. The 1.1-million-acre Nunivak Island holds important herds of introduced musk oxen and caribou.

[image: ]

Yellow Wagtail

[image: ] Birds: This is one of the most important nesting areas for geese in the United States, with large numbers of the Brant, Emperor, Greater White-fronted, and “Cackling” Canada Goose. White-fronted and Canada Goose populations have grown dramatically over the last decade, as a result of cooperative management (through the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta Goose Management Plan) while those of the Brant and Emperor have remained stable. Large numbers of Tundra Swans and Sandhill Cranes also nest, and the threatened Spectacled Eider is among the nesting ducks (twentyfold decrease from 1971–1992, but with a slow but fairly steady increase since then). The world population of the Bristle-thighed Curlew is approximately 3,500 pairs: half nest on the refuge in the Nulato Hills, and the other half nest on the Seward Peninsula to the north; virtually the entire Alaskan population stages on the delta before autumn migration to the archipelagoes of the central Pacific, where the birds are vulnerable to introduced predators. Other breeding species of interest include the “Harlan’s” Red-tailed Hawk, Gyrfalcon, Pacific Golden-Plover, Hudsonian Godwit, Black Turnstone, Surfbird, Rock Sandpiper, Short-billed Dowitcher, Long-tailed Jaeger, Sabine’s Gull, Great Gray Owl, Bluethroat, Northern Wheatear, and Yellow Wagtail. Millions of migratory shorebirds stage during the fall, including the Western Sandpiper, Bar-tailed Godwit, and Dunlin. Juvenile Sharp-tailed Sandpipers raised in Siberia migrate east each fall to stage on the delta before migrating to Australasia for the winter. Riparian shrubs and woodlands provide nesting habitat for a number of long-distance neotropical migrants, including the Alder Flycatcher, Gray-cheeked Thrush, Northern Waterthrush, Yellow Warbler, and Blackpoll Warbler. The refuge supports at least 15 species of breeding raptors; in fact, the Kisaralik River watershed has the highest combined diversity and density of nesting raptors in Alaska. The Yukon-Koskokwim Delta is also a primary wintering area for the McKay’s Bunting, the only species strictly endemic to Alaska.

Seabird numbers on the refuge are also considerable. Nunivak Island alone hosts between 500,000 and one million nesting seabirds, the most abundant of which are the Common Murre, Black-legged Kittiwake, and Red-faced Cormorant. Arctic and Aleutian Terns, Parakeet and Crested Auklets, and Horned and Tufted Puffins also occur. The refuge also has the only breeding Slaty-backed Gulls in North America, as well as the northwesternmost Caspian Tern colony on the continent, hundreds of miles from the nearest colonies.

[image: ] Conservation Issues: The refuge is one of the main Alaskan nurseries for geese. Its isolation and inaccessibility provide good protection from most human-induced impacts. Sea level rise in response to global warming is perhaps the most serious potential threat. A very small rise in the level would simultaneously inundate many of the villages as well as the coastal mudflats and meadows, which are probably the most productive bird habitats on the refuge. Of course, once migratory birds leave the refuge, they are vulnerable to other threats. The Fish and Wildlife Service in Alaska has worked with partners in the Alaska native community and hunters in the lower 48 to restore the population of “Cackling” Canada Geese on the refuge. Farther south on the West Coast, the Fish and Wildlife Service has worked with farmers to eliminate these birds as agricultural pests on turf farms during the winter. Likewise, shorebirds leaving the refuge in the fall are subject to wetland habitat loss at staging areas to the south, which may limit their numbers.

[image: ] Visitor Information: The area is generally inaccessible and difficult to bird. Visitors should consult refuge headquarters in advance. It is necessary to charter boats, guides, and/or floatplanes to reach the best areas, and visiting is more economical for a party of four or more. All the birds that occur in the area can also be seen elsewhere in Alaska. Early summer is the best time if the male Spectacled Eider in breeding plumage is the objective. During the winter the McKay’s Bunting is regular in Bethel (an easy flight from Anchorage), arriving between Thanksgiving and Christmas and departing in early April. More than one quarter of the land within the refuge’s borders, particularly along the rivers, is private property, owned by a variety of native village corporations. Visitors must know which lands are public and which private, as permission is required from the respective owners to gain access to private lands. For information, contact: Refuge Manager, Yukon Delta National Wildlife Refuge, P.O. Box 346, Bethel, AK 99559, 907-543-3151, (fax) 907-543-4413, e-mail: r7ydnwr@fws.gov. Please type “Attention Refuge Manager” on the subject line. People wishing to visit the Andreafsky Wilderness should contact: City of St. Mary’s, P.O. Box 163, St. Mary’s, AK 99658, 907-438-2247, and/or, Hagland Aviation, P.O. Box 195, St. Mary’s, AK 99658, 907-438-2247 or 800-478-2246.

[image: ]

Spectacled Eider



Izembek National Wildlife Refuge (3), Alaska


[image: ] Highlight: A vital staging area for shorebirds and waterfowl with almost the entire world population of the Emperor Goose passing through each fall, and several thousand wintering. Important staging area for the “Black” Brant; a molting area for the Steller’s Eider. Annual shorebird passage up to 285,000 birds each fall, and 100,000 each spring.

[image: ] Designation: Ramsar Site.

[image: ] Location: Izembek National Wildlife Refuge is located at the western tip of the Alaska Peninsula at approximately 55° N, 163° W. Izembek and Moffet Lagoons are outstanding representatives of the shorebird staging sites along the northern coast of the Alaska Peninsula, which include Nushagak Bay, Kvichak Bay, Egegik Bay, Ugashik Bay, Cinder-Hook Lagoon, Port Heiden, Seal Islands, and Nelson Lagoon–Mud Bay. In total, hundreds of thousands of shorebirds use these sites, including the entire northern Alaska Peninsula breeding population of the Marbled Godwit, and 30 percent of the world population of the “Pacific” Bar-tailed Godwit.

[image: ] Size: 417,000 acres.

[image: ] Ownership: Fish and Wildlife Service.

[image: ] Habitats: The 417,000-acre refuge contains one of the largest eelgrass beds in the world, contained within a shallow bay surrounded by rocky and muddy shores and low-lying barrier islands. Tussock tundra lies around the lagoons, and the entire area is crisscrossed by narrow rivulets and channels.

[image: ] Land Use: Wildlife refuge, hunting, recreation.

[image: ] Site Description: A network of coastal flats and lagoons, separated from the Bering Sea by spits and low-lying barrier islands, which are fringed by sandy beaches and covered in beach rye. The surrounding coast is composed of both rocky and muddy shores, some pebble beaches, and low bluffs. On the inland side of the refuge, one larger river and several smaller streams cross the tussock tundra. The refuge includes two large lagoons: Izembek and Moffet, and one smaller lagoon: Kinzarof. The lagoons are covered by extensive eelgrass beds (the largest in North America), and there are also unvegetated tidal flats drained by numerous channels. The area is surrounded by rugged, spectacular scenery. In addition to its importance for birds, the refuge is home to the caribou, wolf, wolverine, brown bear, and lemming.

[image: ] Birds: Most of the world population of the “Black” Brant (up to 200,000) use the refuge as a staging area, and each spring and fall, virtually the entire world population of the Emperor Goose also passes through (several thousand also winter). Thousands of Canada Geese and other waterfowl also occur at Izembek, principally from late August through early November. The Steller’s Eider uses the refuge for molting, and is also the commonest wintering duck (the species is present from late July through April). Huge annual shorebird passage with Rock and Western Sandpipers, and Dunlin being the most numerous species. This IBA is representative of the bird populations passing through many of the coastal flats and estuaries along the Alaska Peninsula, but tends to host more Rock Sandpipers and Ruddy Turnstones, and fewer godwits and dowitchers than other areas. Other birds of interest include the Kittlitz’s Murrelet, which can sometimes be seen from the ferry. The Gyrfalcon breeds, and the McKay’s Bunting has been recorded.

[image: ] Conservation Issues: The first United States Ramsar Site (listed in 1986). The refuge was established in 1960 to protect this vital shorebird and waterfowl staging area, and, in fact, it is considered one of the better protected shorebird staging areas in the Pacific Flyway. One recent potential problem has been the plan to construct a 30-mile highway that would pass through part of the refuge. If implemented it could also set a dangerous precedent for construction projects at other refuges.

[image: ] Visitor Information: The refuge provides outstanding opportunities for birdwatching, and is especially good for viewing brown bear. It can be accessed by air (Anchorage to Cold Bay) and by ferry (Homer to Dutch Harbor), and 40 miles of gravel roads provide limited access to the refuge from Cold Bay. For more information, contact: Refuge Manager, Izembek National Wildlife Refuge, 907-532-2445, e-mail: r7izemwr@fws.gov. Accommodation in Cold Bay is available at the Weathered Inn, 907-532-2456, and vehicles can be rented from Cold Bay Truck Rental, 907-532-2404.
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