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Introduction


Most people are familiar with the man-made structures we use to encourage wild birds to visit our yards, such as bird feeders, birdbaths, and nesting boxes. Of course, all of these will do the job — but you can enhance the bird-friendly atmosphere of your backyard to an even greater degree. By planning and developing your backyard as an inviting natural habitat, including diverse native food plants, sheltering shrubs and trees, a water source, and nesting sites, you will encourage birds to stick around, not just eat and run.


If you’re reading this bulletin, you obviously have an interest in wild birds and no doubt have at least one bird feeder in your yard, and perhaps a birdbath as well. But you may have been wondering what else you could do, yet weren’t exactly sure where to begin. Or maybe you’ve questioned whether any effort you could make would really do any good, so you haven’t done anything. Be assured, all of us — even those with just a small yard — can help our local bird populations. Indeed, the future of wild birds in this country depends on the efforts of individuals. It’s a lot easier than you may think, and even if you can incorporate only a few of the suggestions offered here, you’ll be helping.


In the past few decades suburban sprawl has progressed at an unprecedented rate, devouring forests, prairies, meadows, and marshlands in huge chunks. Tens of millions of heretofore wild and undeveloped acres have been converted to suburbs and the highways, shopping malls, and airports that serve them, with no regard for the wildlife that has been displaced. Sure, state and national parks offer some measure of habitat protection, but the vast majority of land is privately owned and is all too often sold off to developers. It’s an unfortunate fact of life that we humans put our own needs first; condominiums and shopping always seem to win out over wildlife refuge.





Getting Involved


It’s easy to feel so overwhelmed by the large-scale threats to wild-bird populations — global warming, pollution, pesticides, wholesale destruction of tropical rain forests — that you just want to throw up your hands and yell, “It’s hopeless!” But it doesn’t have to be. Not if everyone with a yard decides to transform that yard into a welcoming mini sanctuary rather than the bird equivalent of the barren wasteland that many backyards currently are.


You can also take the ideas presented here and apply them on a larger scale by involving your neighborhood as a whole. One bird-friendly yard can be the jumping-off point for a whole string of bird-friendly yards, with you and your neighbors creating your very own greenbelt for both migratory and nonmigratory birds. Get local youth groups to start a rally-the-community project, educating everyone on the importance of using native, biodiverse plant species, which are critical habitat for countless creatures, instead of imported species — many of which have contributed to the demise of native habitat. Point out the benefits of improving bird habitat — for example, placing wren boxes near berry patches will reduce predation by berry-eating birds, as wrens are very territorial and will harass other birds that come near their nesting sites. And having insect-eating songbirds in and around your yard will be just as beneficial for your garden as pesticides, and a whole lot less toxic.


Whether the songbirds, raptors, or waterfowl will flourish or diminish in the coming decades is in large measure up to us all. And there’s no time like the present to start helping them.





Making Your Yard a Habitat


What is habitat exactly? The term refers to a combination of food, water, shelter, and space arranged to meet the needs of wildlife. Even a small yard can be landscaped to attract birds, butterflies, beneficial insects, and small animals if you provide the trees, shrubs, and other plants that supply wildlife with shelter and food.


The plants you supply for food and shelter will help determine the wildlife that’s attracted to your backyard. And of course any bird feeders, nesting boxes, and water that you provide will make your habitat even more immediately desirable to any bird that happens to be flying over.


The primary rule in what I will call habitat gardening is this: Practice conservation in your own backyard. The three most important actions you can take to arrive at this goal are:


1. Plant as many native plants as possible — which by virtue of their indigenous nature are best suited to your region — and do not plant any invasive exotic (nonnative) plants.


2. Control pests by natural means — that is, let nature take its course by encouraging beneficial insects (which are often killed off when pesticides are used), bats, and, of course, insect-eating birds to take up residence in your neighborhood.


3. Reduce the size of your lawn, which will cut down on mowing (thereby reducing air and noise pollution) and fertilizing. Although prized in landscaping, these large expanses of clipped green grass are otherwise unproductive spaces that could be filled with plants beneficial to wildlife.




The Pesticide Problem


Insects are a vital food source, especially for songbirds, woodpeckers, and ground birds such as quail and pheasants. As birds do such an excellent job of ridding our yards of insect pests, I can’t think of a better reason not to use pesticides — except one: They kill birds! Birds are poisoned when they ingest insects, worms, or seeds from plants or turf that have been treated with chemicals. Especially toxic are:


[image: image] Furadan (Carbofuran), which comes in both liquid and granular forms. One granule mistaken for a seed will kill a bird instantly.


[image: image] Spectracide (Diazinon), also available in liquid and granules — and lethal in either form.


[image: image] Dursban (Chlorpyrifos), which is widely used to kill both house and garden pests but also kills young birds.


[image: image] Kelthane (Dicofol), a miticide responsible for the deaths of peregrine falcons.
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