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You Can Save Wild Animals!
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Wildlife needs your help! You may think of wildlife as being African elephants and Antarctic penguins, but there’s wildlife all around you. How can you save the wild animals, like birds, foxes, butterflies, and turtles, that live in your neighborhood?


By becoming a backyard ranger and making your own yard more wildlife friendly! You can do this by creating habitats — places where butterflies find food, frogs seek shelter, nuthatches nest, or deer drink water. Caring for close-by creatures is exciting and fun, plus it’s super important. Here are some reasons why:
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Lack of space. Just like us, wild animals need places to live. But when people pave over prairies and cut down forests, the open space and habitat that wildlife needs are lost. When chunks of natural land are separated by highways, streets, buildings, and towns, the result is habitat fragmentation.
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A wildlife ranger protects animals and the places they live. This book is full of projects and activities that help protect the animals around you. Be a wildlife ranger right in your own backyard!









	
Broken-up habitats make it harder for animals to find enough food, water, and shelter to survive. A large, connected habitat supports more species (types) of wildlife than a bunch of divided ones. More species of animals and plants equals biodiversity, which is better for the environment. 
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Lack of food. Most lawns, farms, and city parks aren’t natural habitats. The grass, vegetables, trees, and bushes that grow there are often non-native plants imported from other continents, countries, or regions. Some are harmful invasive plants. Animals depend on specific native plants for shelter, nesting places, and food.

For example, monarch caterpillars only eat milkweed. If non-native plants crowd out all the milkweed, the caterpillars starve and don’t become butterflies. Then the birds that eat the butterflies go hungry, too. Non-native plants mess up the food web for everyone!
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Make your yard a better place for wild animals and watch as woodpeckers, dragonflies, chipmunks, toads, or other animals show up.









	
Human-caused hazards. Many farmers, homeowners, and gardeners use chemicals that harm insects and pollute water. Glass buildings and windows confuse birds, who crash into them. Cars and trucks run over animals on highways. Pet dogs and cats kill wildlife, too. Rats, starlings, and other non-native animals also harm wildlife by taking over needed habitat.
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Who Eats What?




[image: Illustrated example of a food chain, including a fox, robin, snail, and dandelions]






	
1. A fox eats a bird that ate a snail that ate a plant.


	
2. This food chain shows how energy passes from plants up through animals.


	
3. An ecosystem is a combination of many crisscrossing food chains called a food web.
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Creating Natural Habitats = Saving Wild Animals


Now you know why wildlife needs your help. It’s time to find out what you can do. Here’s the secret formula, the Big Four ingredients of wildlife habitats: food, water, shelter, and nests.




	
1. Food. Do the right kinds of seeds or fruits grow nearby? Is there enough prey for animals to hunt?


	
2. Water. Can animals find safe drinking water year-round?


	
3. Shelter. Is there cover to hide from predators? Can animals find protection from rain and cold? Are there safe sleeping sites?


	
4. Nests. Are there places for animals to raise their young? Are the right materials around to build nests?







One backyard can’t provide all of the Big Four for every animal, but if we each do a little, it adds up to big differences. What you do in your backyard to help wildlife helps animals in the whole neighborhood. You can find lots of fun ways to share your yard with fawns, chickadees, butterflies, chipmunks, and ladybugs. Let’s get started!







[image: An illustrated and labelled scene in a backyard, featuring bird feeders, an apple tree, a deer, a turtle, flowers and butterflies, a fox, many birds, and other garden features]
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This chapter has projects, activities, and information to help you survey the wildlife in your backyard.







Who Lives Near Me?


Are there toads hiding in your garden? Shrews scurrying under backyard leaves? A couple of crows hanging out in a high branch of a nearby tree? The first step to helping local wildlife is to find out which animals live around you.


Remember, all animals need access to safe water, suitable food, and the right kind of shelter and nesting spaces. Look for wildlife where there’s water, food, and shelter in your neighborhood.
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Be Wildlife Aware


Exploring your yard is exciting and enjoyable. Keep it that way by knowing what to avoid.




	Beware of itchy, rash-causing plants like poison ivy and poison oak. Leaves of three, leave it be!



	Watch out for bugs that can sting or bite like wasps, bees, ticks, and centipedes. If you’re not sure, don’t pick it up.


	Are there venomous snakes where you live? Learn what they look like.


	Hands off wild furry animals! They can carry rabies, a serious disease. If a raccoon or bat isn’t fleeing when it sees you, it’s likely sick or injured. Find a grown-up.
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Become a Citizen Scientist!


Do you want to learn more and do more to save wild animals? People of all ages are taking action to help wildlife everywhere. Citizen scientists can assist professional scientists in many ways. One example is helping researchers gather data by reporting how many frogs or birds are spotted in a particular area from year to year.


Check out Do More: Citizen Science for ways to join the greater conservation community. You’re not alone!








Using This Book


Once you have an idea of the kinds of animals living around you, you can improve the habitat of the current creatures as well as plan for future visitors. This book is all about observing, improving, and creating natural habitats. Each chapter has information, activities, and projects designed to attract and support birds, bugs, reptiles, amphibians, and mammals.


Look for these icons on the pages for extra tips and ideas.
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	Links to woodworking plans and printable pages that help you take it to the next level
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	Suggestions for what to note, list, sketch, or document in your Wild Notes notebook
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Check This Out!


Information about making your backyard ecosystem more welcoming and planting native plants to attract wildlife
















The Field Guide pages at the ends of chapters 2 through 6 will help you identify which birds are feasting at the feeders, which insect just buzzed by your ear, and what fluffy thing disappeared down that hole. The pages are color-coded by chapter and look like this:




	
1. Scientific name to use when looking up further information at the library or online


	
2. Map showing where the animal lives in North America


	
3. Size, color, sounds, and other clues for quick identification


	
4. Places you’re likely to see this animal
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Wild Notes Notebook


Making the world — including your yard — a better place for animals takes time and patience. Plants don’t grow overnight. Bats and birds need time to move in. Every backyard is different. Improving your particular habitat will take some experimenting. That’s why it’s important to keep track of your progress.




Taking Notes


Create a Wild Notes notebook for recording your observations, projects, and successes. Use any kind of notebook with plenty of blank pages. A ringed binder works well because you can add pages to it with a hole puncher. If you’re a more techy kind of kid, you could create a Wild Notes file folder on the computer or use a journaling app.
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	What should go in your notebook? Look for suggestions throughout the book. Here are some more ideas:














	Landscape-style map of your yard for planning


	Notes on successes, failures, and ideas for improvement


	Lists of animals seen with dates, time of day, and locations


	Sketches or photos of unknown birds and other animals to try to identify


	Notes on which kinds of feeders and foods seem to attract which animals


	Photographs or fact sheets from other sources


	Nature poetry and art
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	[image: Download icon]

	Print out some starter pages for your notebook. Look for the web address in Download It.





















wildlife spotting blind


Wild animals are shy of people. Building a blind, or a place where you can hide, will camouflage you, making the creatures in your yard easier to spy on. Happy wildlife spotting!






Materials




	2 or 3 outdoor chairs


	A large tarp or several yards of mesh or netting


	Clothespins or large binder clips


	Scissors


	Binoculars (optional)











How To




	
1. Set up some chairs and drape the tarp or netting over them. Use clothespins to clip the tarp ends onto the chairs. Make sure you leave an opening so you can get in and out!



[image: Step 1 demonstrated]







	
2. Cut some peek-through flaps in the sides of the tarp. Check that they’re at the right height from the inside.





[image: Step 2 demonstrated]







	
3. Gather some leaves, twigs, and thin branches and use them to camouflage the fort.





[image: Step 3 demonstrated]







	
4. Start watching! Snap photos and take notes on what you see. Make sure to include the time of day and the date.





[image: Step 4 demonstrated]


















Water Watch


Try attracting different animals by offering a source of water.






[image: A labelled water watch setup in a garden]








	
1. Gather a few planter saucers, old dinner plates, or other shallow dishes.


	
2. Place them around the yard at different heights — on the ground, on a table or stump, or wedged between bush branches. Fill the saucers with water and check water levels each day.


	
3. Put a couple near your Wildlife Spotting Blind, if you made one.


	
4. Rocks provide landing spots for butterflies and other smaller visitors.

















Test Feeders


Putting out test feeders is a great way to discover which birds are around and what their favorite foods are.






	Juice jugs, milk cartons, soda bottles, yogurt cups, and other recycling bin goodies make perfect temporary test feeders.


	Wash all containers thoroughly with hot, soapy water and let dry completely before filling.


	Use different types of seed in each feeder to see which attracts the most birds.







[image: A labelled test feeder with various birds visiting]






Place a few near your Wildlife Spotting Blind, if you made one.




	
1. Hang some using yarn or string and set others on the ground or on a picnic table or large rock.


	
2. Add a dowel for a landing perch.


	
3. Cut holes in larger containers, leaving a lip to hold the seeds.
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	Keep notes on which birds are attracted to which feeders.






















little Critters Paw Printer


Mice, voles, shrews, and other small animals like to be hidden. They stay safe by traveling along pathways belowground or under tall grass. This critter tunnel captures tiny tracks so you can find out who’s scurrying unseen around your yard.




[image: A child holding up their little critters paw printer]








Materials




	Scissors


	
1⁄2-gallon (2L) coated milk or juice carton


	Packing or duct tape


	Felt


	Waterproof glue


	Peanut butter


	Small paintbrush


	Washable, nontoxic poster paint in a dark color


	White paper


	Paper clips











How To




	
1. Cut off the top and bottom of the carton. Cut off one of the sides; this becomes the printing tray. Fold the carton into a triangle and tape it closed to make the tunnel.





[image: Step 1 demonstrated]







	
2. Trim the leftover carton side until it easily slides in and out of the tunnel. Cut two strips of felt, each 1 inch (2.5 cm) wide and as long as the printing tray is wide. Glue them near the middle of the tray, leaving an inch or so gap in the very center. That’s where the bait goes! Let dry.





[image: Step 2 demonstrated]







	
3. Smear a line of peanut butter between the felt strips. Use the paintbrush to soak the felt with a thick layer of paint.





[image: Step 3 demonstrated]







	
4. Cut two rectangles of paper, one to fit on each end of the printing tray. Attach with paper clips. Carefully slide the tray into the tunnel. Set your paw printer on the ground at dusk near some trees or alongside a patio or fence line. Check for tracks after a few hours or in the morning.





[image: Step 4 demonstrated]














Who traveled through your tunnel?


[image: Illustrated tracks for mouse, squirrel, shrew, and chipmunk]












Sandpit Tracks Trap


Just because you don’t see them doesn’t mean they’re not there. Animal tracks are proof positive that creatures are around. Another way to trap some tracks is to make a sandpit.




[image: A labelled sandpit tracks trap with examples of opossum, raccoon, fox, dog, cat and skunk tracks]








	
1. Before you go to bed, spread a thick layer of sand on the ground.


	
2. Set out a small dish of pet food.


	
3. Check the sandpit for tracks the next morning.
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	Photograph or draw the tracks to help you identify who made them.























Safari Survey


Grab a hand lens, binoculars, and your notebook and head out on a backyard safari.






[image: A girl going on a safari survey, checking under a rock with a magnifying glass]








	
1. Look overhead and up into trees for birds. Are there any nests around?


	
2. Look for leftovers like nutshells, clipped plants, slug slime trails, owl pellets, and scat, which is the scientific word for animal poop.


	
3. Turn over rocks and logs, look under fallen leaves, and study puddles to hunt for bugs, toads, and salamanders.


	
4. Scan for signs that animals are about. Check for footprints, feathers, bits of fur, scratches on tree trunks, and flattened patches of grass.













Beneficial Bug Bait


Gardeners like insects that eat plant pests such as aphids. To lure beneficial bugs, like this praying mantis, into their gardens, they put out attractants. That’s just a fancy word for bug bait! Mix up your own and see what happens.


Thoroughly mix the following ingredients. Pour the mixture into a clean spray bottle.




	5 teaspoons (25 mL) sugar


	5 teaspoons (25 mL) powdered yeast


	1 cup (240 mL) warm water







[image: A girl spraying beneficial bug bait on some leaves, with a curious praying mantis]








	
1. Spray the bug bait onto bushes and plants around the yard. Tie ribbons or yarn to mark where you’re spraying.















	[image: Pencil icon]

	Take photos or make notes of the insects that show up, including after dark.























Nightlife Light Trap


Lots of insects like the nightlife! Get a glance at who’s flying around in your yard after dark by setting up a light trap.






[image: A boy setting up a nightlife light trap, with bugs and moths gathering on it]








	
1. Hang a white bedsheet from a strung rope, over a fence, or between some tree branches. Choose a dark area away from street or porch lights.


	
2. Watch the moths and beetles fly toward the light!


	
3. Shine a strong flashlight on the sheet. A portable ultraviolet lamp, also called a black light, will attract a wider variety of bugs.
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	Record the nocturnal visitors in your Wild Notes notebook and include photos if possible.
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Come On in, Feathered Freinds






[image: Chapter opener artwork, including a bird's nest, and gull and turkey tracks]






Birds are fun to watch and identify. They’re colorful, lively, and musical. Most birds are also out and about during the day, making them easier to observe than nocturnal (nighttime) animals. And they’re right in your backyard.








[image: An illustrated Savannah sparrow]








Birds need a lot of food. They’re warm-blooded and must eat to burn enough energy to keep their body temperature steady. Different birds eat different foods. Hummingbirds sip nectar, hawks hunt squirrels, wrens catch bugs, and finches snack on seeds. You need to know who eats what to create good bird habitat. A source of water will attract a variety of birds.








[image: Binoculars symbol]




Food, water, and shelter help birds that only stay for a season or are just passing through, too.











[image: An illustrated house wren]








Birds lay eggs, and most birds build a nest to lay them in. Good bird habitat has places to nest and provides the materials needed to make the nest — sticks, grasses, lichen, mud, and so on. Birds use bushes, trees, and other plants to shelter from bad weather and to hide from predators. These safe spots are called cover.


Natural habitat is important for more than the birds that live there year-round. Many birds migrate, traveling hundreds of miles between summer and winter homes. Migrating birds can’t get where they’re going without safe stopovers. They need to fuel up on food and clean water.




Birds battle many threats besides losing natural habitat. Cats and dogs kill them, cars and chemicals harm them, and they often crash into windows and glass-covered buildings. But you can help birds fight back! Each problem is an opportunity to help. Check out the rest of the chapter for some ways to save birds.








[image: Illustrated blue jay feathers]
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Spare Some Hair?


Many birds collect animal hair to line their nests. The next time you brush Spot or Socks, toss the fur outside near some bushes or at the foot of a tree. It may become part of a cozy nest! Note: If your pet’s fur has been treated with flea or tick pesticides or other chemicals, it’s not safe for birds. Put it in the garbage. Human hair isn’t great for nests either. It’s so thin that it can hurt birds if it gets wrapped around their legs or necks. 




[image: A dog brush]
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[image: An illustrated robin and a feather, with its body parts labelled, including eye ring, nostril, beak, throat, breast, side, belly, feet, rump, tail, wing, nape, crown, vane, and feather shaft]













Coffee Tub Nest Box


Many birds nest in holes, or cavities, in trees. Nest boxes are a great way to give cavity nesters more places to lay eggs and raise chicks. The trick is to cut the perfect-sized entry hole for the kind of bird you want to move in. So choose a bird, grab a plastic tub, and measure twice before cutting the hole.




[image: A coffee tub nest box with a curious chickadee]








Materials




	Ruler


	Large plastic coffee or other container with lid


	Permanent marker or pen


	Pointy-tipped scissors


	Paint (optional)


	Nail


	String













How To




	
1. Choose a hole size from the chart. Measure and draw the same-sized hole between the center and the edge of the lid (not right in the middle).







[image: Step 1 demonstrated]










	
2. With adult help, cut out the hole.







[image: Step 2 demonstrated]









	
3. Paint the nest tub, if you like.







[image: Step 3 demonstrated]









	
4. Poke two holes in the side of the tub with a nail. Slip a length of string through the holes and tie it in a loop. Hang the nest box in a protected spot.





[image: Step 4 demonstrated]
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