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A Brown Pelican in breeding plumage strikes a pose.
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To Lira and Vienna, who already appreciate the feathered world
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Preface


This week, I stand at my sister’s desk on the central California coast—a retreat to finalize this manuscript. A handful of family groups remain to be written, coastal conservation needs polishing, habitats want clarification. From this desk, I see Brown Pelicans plunging headfirst into the ocean and hear White-crowned Sparrows singing in the garden; cormorants fly by in ragged lines, and gulls do their thing as they do everywhere. Turkey Vultures wobble along the cliff edge and, yesterday at dusk, a Red-tailed Hawk perched on the neighbor’s roof. It seemed odd, even to me, to travel to California to finish a book on Washington, but here I find old bird friends from the Pacific Northwest, and the trip becomes illustrative. These places, most places, are connected by birds.


As you’ll read below, many bird families span the globe, and species are sometimes found across multiple continents, even all the continents. Here in the north, many birds move to lower latitudes or elevations for winter. Perhaps singing for a few days during migration or wintering on local water, birds arrive and leave on their own schedules, sharing only a snapshot of their lives.


Yet what they find in their winter habitat dictates their fitness for migration and whether they will breed. What they find on the breeding grounds determines whether nesting and chick-rearing are successful. What lies in between decides whether they return for another winter or another summer.


My desire in writing this book is to connect more people to the natural world. Our everyday actions have an impact far beyond our immediate surroundings and matter to the well-being of birds. I trust that it will help create awareness not only of the spectacular birds that grace our coast but also of the difficulties they face. Difficulties that we can all work to alleviate.










Birding the Washington Coast


The Washington Coast, including the Pacific Ocean, Strait of Juan de Fuca, Salish Sea, Puget Sound, nearly infinite coves, islands, and inlets, is said to run 3,026 miles from Canada to the Oregon border. As a point of comparison, the longest straight-line distance across the United States is from Jupiter, Florida, to Ocean Creek, Washington, and is 2,802 miles long.


Spanning two ecoregions, from the Snow Geese of Skagit fields to the Snowy Plovers of Cape Disappointment, coastal habitats include prairies, forest, sandy beaches and dunes, rocky shores and cliffs, salt- and freshwater wetlands, and estuaries.


Estuaries are important resources for many bird species throughout the year. Supplying food, cover, nesting, and roosting, the least disturbed estuaries in the Salish Sea and Puget Sound are the Skagit, Snohomish, Nisqually, and Stillaguamish Rivers. On the Pacific Coast, the three dominant estuaries are the Chehalis River at Grays Harbor, the Willapa River, and, on the Oregon border, the colossal Columbia River.


Thirty-one of Washington state’s 75 Important Bird Areas are on the coast, from Semiahmoo Spit in the Salish Sea to Deception Pass in Puget Sound to Cape Disappointment overlooking the mouth of the Columbia River. Designated by the National Audubon Society, Important Bird Areas provide essential bird habitat during breeding, wintering, and migration. They also offer opportunities for birders to enjoy the species of the season, finding concentrations of birds not commonly found at other times.


Olympic National Park, numerous city and state parks, and national forests offer extensive public lands to explore. Innumerable urban and wildland trails, beaches, and quiet back roads are within reach of every town. The ferry system allows the otherwise landbound birder to easily get on the water and find a whole new habitat to delve into.


The sheer length of coastline combined with variety of habitats, numerous estuaries, fresh- and saltwater, range of elevation and latitude, integrating with migratory flyways can provide near limitless birding opportunities. Choose a habitat, a season, a specific park, or a species of interest to spark a birding expedition. Slow down, enjoy the trip, and take time to appreciate the birds.


[image: Image]

Adult male Harlequin Duck.






[image: Image]

Western Grebes do a courtship dance.






Coastal Habitats


The intricate and complicated waterways and landmasses of the Washington Coast enfold Puget Sound and the Straits of Georgia and Juan de Fuca, collectively called the Salish Sea. The protected waters of Puget Sound connect to the Pacific Ocean via the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Formed over millennia through volcanism and glaciation, tectonic activity, and ongoing sediment deposition, Puget Sound, the straits, and the Olympic Peninsula exhibit the geological influences and diversity of habitats expected from being shaped by intense forces over time.


There are two coastal ecoregions in Washington, the Pacific Northwest Coast and the Puget Trough. The Pacific Northwest Coast includes the mountains, rocky coastal bluffs, and sandy southern end of the Olympic Peninsula. The Puget Trough holds everything between the Cascade and Olympic Mountains from the Canadian border to the Columbia River. It encompasses the lowlands and prairies around Puget Sound and the coastal plains buffering the Olympic Peninsula from the Strait of Juan de Fuca and the sound on the north and east. While the Puget Trough lowlands and Olympic Mountains were under thousands of feet of glacier in the last ice age, southwest Washington was beyond the ice sheet’s southern limit and remained ice-free.


The impact of climate on habitats in this region cannot be overstated. The Olympic Peninsula catches prevailing southwesterly winds that bring an average of 120 inches of rain a year to its west side. In the rain shadow of the Olympic Mountains, San Juan Island averages only 18.5 inches annually. Cold, wet winters rarely drop below freezing at sea level but produce as much as 10 feet of snow in the Olympic Mountains. Melting snow supplies river water to the lowlands throughout the year. Mild summers with long days of sunshine lengthen into a growing season that produces a stunning array of temperate vegetation and an agricultural bounty.


Despite recent droughts, rainfall in the Pacific Northwest is expected to increase, potentially causing more erosion, flooding, and sedimentation. As the height and extent of sea level change, inflowing rivers will meet saltwater farther upriver, creating rias, drowned river valleys, like Willapa Bay. This is a geologically slow process, but the dynamics of climate, water, and terrestrial habitats are constantly, and actively, changing, and coastal habitats will change with them.
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A Great Blue Heron stalks the dunes.
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Nonbreeding male House Finch and House Sparrow share a sunflower.






[image: Image]

Adult Double-crested Cormorant.
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Juvenile Double-crested Cormorants drying their wings.
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Common Murres often gather in loose flocks.






ocean


From the Washington Coast, the continental shelf gradually slopes west and then plunges to 9,000 feet. Upwellings caused by the irregular bedrock and sand floor, in convergence with ocean currents, are highly productive. These nutrient-rich waters supply vast quantities of marine prey for diving birds. Although ocean influence diminishes gradually through the Strait of Juan de Fuca, powerful currents in the Salish Sea also provide good foraging habitat for many seabirds.


Birds to look for on open water include Marbled Murrelet, Pacific Loon, Pigeon Guillemot, cormorants, and wintering grebes and scoters. Sites to explore include Birch Bay and Larrabee State Parks, Deception Pass, Marrowstone Point, Cape Flattery, Tsoo-Yess Beach, Olympic National Park, Grays Harbor, Willapa Bay, and Cape Disappointment State Park.


Birding tips From the shore, seeing birds on open water can be challenging. Washington is fortunate to have an extensive ferry system. While it is largely contained within the Salish Sea, it offers the easiest means of getting into deeper water. For an open ocean experience, try a pelagic boat trip (see Resources). If you are a landlubber, consider using a scope to view seabirds that may otherwise be seen from land as only bobbing blobs.


Conservation concernsOcean habitats are threatened by pollution, especially plastic and chemical and petroleum waste. Additionally, burning fossil fuels increases atmospheric carbon dioxide. The ocean, a natural sink, absorbs this carbon dioxide, causing increased ocean acidification. Acidification decreases the ability of many shellfish to properly grow shells, reducing both their survival and that of those species that depend on them for food.


forest


The Pacific Coast is blanketed with temperate rain forest dominated by Douglas fir, hemlock, red cedar, and bigleaf maple, all dripping with mosses and lichens. The drier east side of the Olympic Peninsula and the Salish Sea support less dense forests of these same species. River bottoms shelter willow, bigleaf maple, and black cottonwood. Red alder, found in most Western Washington forests, fills disturbed areas and creates shade for other seedlings. In fast-draining glacial soils on the eastern Olympic Peninsula and western mainland, dry forests of Garry oak and lodgepole pine, also called shore pine, inhabit hillsides and line prairie edges. These forests provide foraging opportunities, nesting habitat, and roosting sites for many bird species.


[image: Image]

Female Bushtit with an insect at the nest entrance.






Birds expected in Pacific Northwest forests include warblers, thrushes, woodpeckers, jays, chickadees, and crossbills. Many unexpected species also thrive in these forests: Marbled Murrelets nest in old growth, several duck species nest in tree cavities, and swifts roost in hollow trees. Look for sparrows of all kinds in the shrubby understory, especially along river bottoms and in denser thickets. Sites to explore include Lake Terrell, Breazeale Interpretive Center, San Juan Islands, Deception Pass State Park, South Whidbey State Park, Nisqually National Wildlife Refuge, Lower Dungeness River, Elwha River, Wa’atch River Valley, Olympic National Park, Griffiths-Priday State Park, Grays Harbor National Wildlife Refuge, and Beards Hollow.


Birding tips Seeing forest birds can be a Zen exercise. They hide in treetops and river bottom thickets and angle behind tree trunks while we attempt identification. Among the giant West Coast trees, hearing birds becomes as important as seeing them, and identifying species by ear even more valuable. Take advantage of trails, riverbanks, and forest openings that allow better treetop views. Spring migration brings waves of passerines, while fall produces a steady stream of birds funneling south. In winter, when many small species forage together in the short daylight hours, birds can be active and noisy, making them easier to track.


[image: Image]

A Dark-eyed Junco momentarily rests on a branch.
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A first-winter male Townsend’s Warbler glows brightly.






Conservation concerns Timber harvesting changed much of the old-growth western coniferous forest to multiage, single-species stands of Douglas fir. Clear-cutting continues to reduce water quality and quantity, increase sedimentation, reduce climate-change resilience, and diminish diversity—of all species.


rocky bluffs and islands


Whether geologically recent volcanic basalt or older marine sedimentary rock, exposed bedrock forms the quintessential rocky bluffs and islands of the Washington Coast. Seaweeds and innumerable invertebrates, including mussels, worms, and nudibranchs, cling to bedrock ledges that weather daily tides. Gradually sloping into the water, this rocky habitat provides foraging and roosting opportunities and, for birds like oystercatchers, nesting habitat above the high-tide line. Sea stacks and ocean cliffs, often steep and sparsely vegetated, shelter breeding seabirds. While the tidal brunt hits the cliff base, upper ledges provide nesting habitat that is safe from most land-based predators. Peregrine Falcons are known to haunt colonies, and few seabirds are immune to gulls opportunistically foraging on eggs and chicks.


[image: Image]

Black Turnstones resting on one foot.
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Common Murres are colonial nesters that densely occupy rock ledges, cliffs, and islands.






Rocky bluffs and cliffs are the hotbed of breeding seabirds; look for Common Murre, Pigeon Guillemot, and Rhinoceros Auklet. Cormorants and gulls sometimes mix in with the crowd of seabirds but typically form their own rock island colonies. On rocky beaches with low bedrock exposed to the tide, look for Black Oystercatchers and Black Turnstones, and look for Harlequin Ducks and cormorants in the rough surf. Sites to explore include Larrabee State Park, Blakely Rock, Deception Pass State Park, Ediz Hook, Cape Flattery, Neah Bay, La Push, Olympic National Park, Damon Point, and Cape Disappointment State Park.


[image: Image]

Adult Western Gull incubating eggs in a stick nest built against a cliff wall.






[image: Image]

A Black Oystercatcher tucks its giveaway red bill under a wing while chicks stay close.






Birding tips Many seabirds only come to land to breed. The noisy nesting season on rocky cliffs and nearshore rock islands is the time to find these birds in large numbers. When scrambling on exposed bedrock above the high-tide line, be aware of roosting birds and nesting oystercatchers. Birds are more active on rock exposed at low tide.


Conservation concerns Waves eroding coastal bedrock over millennia is a barely noticeable natural change, but rising sea levels are causing more rapid shoreline changes. In addition to shifting shorelines, development and human disturbance are causes for concern.



sandy beaches and dunes


Erosion and sediment transported by ocean waves and currents build beaches and sometimes take them away, as in magically ephemeral pocket beaches tucked among rocky shores and headlands. Many birds rely on beaches for roosting and foraging habitat throughout the year; beaches also provide critical stopover sites for migrating birds and nesting habitat for some breeding birds. The tide provides regular food deliveries with waves refreshing supplies between full tidal cycles. Invertebrates washed in, buried in the wet sand, and living in debris at the high-tide line are all food for shorebirds. Forage fish like smelt and sand lance, on which many seabirds depend, spawn along the beachfront and rely on beaches and eelgrass beds as nurseries for young. Drift logs furnish structure on otherwise open landscapes, creating perches for hunting raptors and windbreaks for sheltering migrants and shorebird nests. On the back beach away from the surf, dunes built by storms, wind, and wave action never remain fully fixed in position.


Birds you will find here include plovers and sandpipers at surf’s edge; gulls, terns, and Brown Pelicans just beyond the breakers; eagles and falcons perched on drift logs; and Northern Harriers and Turkey Vultures floating above dune grasses. Sites to explore include Semiahmoo Spit, Samish Island, Rosario Beach, Alki Beach, Graveyard Spit, Fort Flagler State Park, Fort Worden State Park, Dungeness National Wildlife Refuge, Hobuck Beach, Shi Shi Beach, Ocean Shores, Bottle Beach, and Leadbetter Point.


Birding tips The best time to find shorebirds is during migration. To avoid spooking birds, walk above the surf line and sit down to watch. It is easier to maintain a safe distance with a scope. Always obey signs indicating closed areas and keep dogs on leash. Humans and off-leash dogs disrupt feeding migratory shorebirds and can interfere with ground-nesting birds.


[image: Image]

A Western Snowy Plover in breeding plumage.






Conservation concerns Introduction of invasive nonnative dune grasses has changed dune-building dynamics and structure. Subsequently, the native composition of shrubs and grasses that thrived in frequently shifting sands gave way to permanent dune grasses. These more stable dunes are resistant to waves and storms, and therefore more human friendly, but can encroach on beaches, reducing area available for foraging and nesting birds.


bays, estuaries, tidal mudflats, and eelgrass beds


Partially surrounded by land, bays generally have less tidal influence than the open coast and are somewhat protected from the worst ocean storm effects. Estuaries are where rivers meet the tide; freshwater meets saltwater to form brackish water that bridges the salinity gap. This mixture provides habitat for iconic Northwest salmon, steelhead, and lamprey species. Young fish adapt to increasing salt levels in estuaries before moving into open ocean to mature. When they return to spawn, estuaries provide safe habitat for adjusting to their home river’s lower salt content. With too little wave action to form beaches, tidal mudflats and eelgrass beds fill shallow waters where nearshore sediment deposition occurs. Bays, estuaries, and eelgrass beds serve as nurseries for many fish and shellfish species.


[image: Image]

American White Pelicans preen on a rocky point. The knobby growth on their bills indicates breeding season. The Double-crested Cormorant is not impressed.
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Black Brant landing.






Bays provide open water and forage for an array of geese, ducks, loons, grebes, cormorants, raptors, and Osprey. Tidal mudflats attract yellowlegs, dowitchers, and sandpipers. The least disturbed river estuaries and bays providing the best bird habitat are Skagit, Snohomish, Nisqually, Stillaguamish, Grays Harbor, Willapa, and Lower Columbia. Other sites to explore include Butler Flat, Padilla Bay, Deer Lagoon, Oak Bay County Park, Sequim Bay, and Dungeness Bay.


Birding tips Tidal mudflats appear and disappear twice daily. Birds spread out or crowd together with the changing tidal height. Depending on the configuration of the bay and flats, an incoming tide can be the best time for birding. Mudflats are not always safe to walk on, so check with local birders or shell fishers before venturing out. Always be aware of tides; being trapped by a rising tide or having your boat stranded by a retreating tide does not offer the best birding experience.


Conservation concerns Sea level rise and degraded water quality are primary concerns, and encroaching coastal development is a continued threat.


salt marshes


Closely linked to estuaries, salt marshes form in protected areas where mud and silt are deposited by tides and rivers. By buffering wave action and trapping sediments, they provide erosion protection and reduce flooding. Because salt marshes hit many habitat extremes—full sun, high salinity, and daily flooding of minutes to hours—plants and animals need special adaptations to live here. Dominated by grasses and sedges, plants must be salt tolerant and able to regenerate after ocean storms and flooded rivers dump layers of fresh sediment over them. Some birds, including Song Sparrows, nest in early spring to avoid extreme exposure or have short egg-to-fledging times that fit between the monthly highest tides during the full moon. The eggs of some well-adapted species—Saltmarsh Sparrows on the East Coast, for example—can remain viable after submersion for as long as 90 minutes. Chicks of other species, like some rails, climb onto the backs of adults or cling to grasses above the nest as soon as they can to avoid flooding.


Open expanses of salt marsh offer Northern Harriers hunting territory and Savannah Sparrows nesting habitat. Look for sandpipers, plovers, and yellowlegs on the marsh edges, geese and ducks in tidal channels, and Osprey overhead. Sites to explore include Edmonds Marsh, Crockett Lake (brackish), False Bay, Kennedy Creek Natural Area Preserve, Thorndyke Bay, Carpenter Creek pocket estuary, Foulweather Bluff, Grassy Island, and Willapa National Wildlife Refuge.


[image: Image]

A Greater Yellowlegs pauses to reflect.
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An intently focused Great Blue Heron zeroes in on its next meal.






Birding tips It is not often easy to stroll in salt marshes; using roads, dikes, and boardwalks, and accessing tidal channels by boat are the best options for birding. A scope is also handy here.


Conservation concerns Historically, salt marshes were diked to increase drainage; this allowed livestock grazing and salt grass haying. Additionally, tidal flow is sometimes blocked by bridges, causeways, and roads. Many communities are successfully initiating restoration efforts to reestablish these tidal connections. Today, warming water temperatures, sea level rise, and the resulting increased wave action are changing salt marshes more rapidly than plant and animal communities can retreat. Narrow coastal salt marshes are being squeezed between the rising ocean and rocky uplands.



freshwater wetlands


Wetlands occur where the soil is covered or saturated with water for at least part of the year, typically including the growing season. This produces unique habitats because plants require special adaptations to survive in saturated soils. Wetlands can include the sedges and cattails that we typically see, but can also be shrubby willow swamps, or forested wetlands; Sitka spruce was once a dominant wetland tree in the Pacific Northwest. Freshwater wetlands often occur along stream and river corridors and alongside lowland waterbodies, even adjacent to tidal salt marshes beyond the saltwater influence. Wetlands provide varied feeding, breeding, and migrating opportunities regardless of a bird’s life stage: bare shoreline, shallow or deep water; insects and other invertebrates, plant seeds and roots for food; shelter from predators; nesting and chick-rearing habitat; migratory resting and refueling stops. Despite centuries of dismissal as mere swamps, wetlands are some of the most important and productive habitats on the planet.


The poster bird for wetlands is the Great Blue Heron; other common wetland birds are sandpipers, plovers, Osprey, Belted Kingfisher, Olive-sided and Willow Flycatchers, Red-winged and Brewer’s Blackbirds, Savannah Sparrow, Common Yellowthroat, and Yellow Warbler. Sites to explore include Breazeale Interpretive Center, Narbeck Wetland Sanctuary, Frank Richardson’s Wildfowl Preserve, Edmonds Marsh, Nisqually Natural Wildlife Refuge, Theler Wetlands, and Hines Marsh.


Birding tips Wetlands can be difficult to access; back roads that travel along wetland edges and parks with trails, boardwalks, or decks through wet areas provide the best opportunities to see the inner workings of wetland bird life.


[image: Image]

A Marsh Wren throws an early morning song to the world.
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A vibrant male Red-winged Blackbird defends its territory.






Conservation concerns Wetlands continue to be filled for development and agriculture. Water pollution and buildup of toxins from contaminated storm runoff can be problematic if it is beyond the capacity of the wetland to store and filter.


coastal prairies


Until European colonization, the temperate forest stretched almost continuously, broken only by prairies and water. Native peoples historically maintained these grasslands with intentional fires, but the once expansive coastal prairies are now overgrown and developed. One of the rarest habitat types in Washington, they are primarily confined to south Puget Sound.


Prairie species include raptors, especially Northern Harriers, dipping their wings over swales, and Merlins in full-speed flight. Ducks and wading birds gather on prairie ponds; swallows and swifts ply the skies above the water and grasses. Savannah Sparrows and other ground-nesting birds sing from the grass tops, Killdeer fill sandy openings with their calls, and hummingbirds refuel on prairie flowers. Sites to explore include Breazeale Interpretive Center, American Camp, and Scatter Creek Wildlife Area.


[image: Image]

Cedar Waxwings are rarely alone and usually arrive in noisy flocks.
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The solitary Spotted Towhee forages in shrubby patches of open forest and prairie.






Birding tips Early spring mornings on prairies echo with birdsong. Follow fence lines and power poles for perching birds of all sizes. Raptors often hunt from trees along the edges, and smaller birds scratch and flit through overgrown brambles.


Conservation concerns Development and conversion to agriculture are ongoing threats; encroaching forest and invasive shrubs diminish prairie area and quality. Reintroducing fire to prairies is difficult in the now heavily developed landscape.


[image: Image]

A Song Sparrow claims territory.






agriculture


Much of what was once prairie, riparian bottomland, and coastal floodplain has been converted to agriculture. These open lands now provide late fall and winter habitat for birds that feed on waste grain. Tidal channels that cut through fields offer shelter to a host of smaller birds, and farm buildings attract insectivores and granivores, as well as those looking for a rodent lunch.


Birding tips Winter is the time to prowl farm roads. Staying in a heated car with thundering flocks of Snow Geese a few meters away, that’s the ticket. Look for raptors, Trumpeter Swans, Greater White-fronted and Canada Geese, Brant, and a variety of ducks and gulls. Sparrows and wrens scold from tidal channels, and swallows, pigeons, doves, and House Sparrows are likely near buildings. Sites to explore include Skagit and Samish Flats, Skagit Wildlife Area, Butler Flat, Chuckanut Drive, and Fir Island.


[image: Image]

Greater White-fronted Geese in flight.






Conservation concerns The next step in the conversion progression of prairies and floodplains to agriculture is from agriculture to pavement and development. Losing land that provides both humans and birds with food is a double tragedy.


Coastal Conservation Issues


Coastal Washington holds extensive metropolitan areas with a burgeoning human population and busy international seaports. It also holds vast expanses of forest, open water, shoreline, and all the habitats in between. Thousands of waterfowl and seabirds winter here. In summer, many seabirds breed on coastal islands, and terrestrial birds use the forest interior. We now know that as many as 150 million birds migrate over and through Washington in a single autumn. Many stop to rest and feed or stay if the weather allows or dictates.


We also know that bird populations are struggling and changing. In Puget Sound, federally threatened Marbled Murrelet populations have declined nearly 5 percent annually for twenty years. While this does not sound significant, add up the percentages lost over 20 years, and a population of 100 birds becomes roughly 40. Wintering scoters—White-winged, Surf, and Black—have also declined, though not as precipitously, at almost 2 percent per year; for every 100 birds there were, about 70 now remain. On the other hand, Rhinoceros Auklet and Pigeon Guillemot populations remain steady. Among land birds, those breeding in the forest interior have steadily declined since 1968, when data were first collected. This is a long-term trend across much of the forested West. Yet populations of birds commonly associated with humans—crows, pigeons, starlings, for example—remain stable.


The complex issues involved in population dynamics across such a diverse human and natural landscape are not within the scope of this book. Bringing awareness to these concerns is.


Identifying the habitats of Western Washington and understanding their role in bird survival is as valuable as identifying the bird species. Without one, you can’t have the other. For example, forests provide food, protection, and nest sites. In turn, birds support the forest by pollinating flowers, dispersing seeds, and keeping seed predators in check. It’s all connected.


As you’ll see in the following descriptions, birds travel widely but are relatively set in their routines of where they go and when. Healthy habitat on breeding grounds is only as valuable as winter habitat and the migratory stopovers between them; without all three, chances for survival diminish. As conditions deteriorate, it becomes more difficult for a species to regain and retain footing.


Extensive habitat loss and degradation, loss of water quality through chemical and petroleum pollution, and changes in water quantity create cumulative impacts from which birds must recover during each consecutive season. Additionally, vagaries of climate, particularly sea level rise in Western Washington, compound existing difficulties—changing temperatures, too much rain, not enough rain, rain at the wrong time; changes in forest structure resulting from climate change, development, and ongoing timber harvesting; insect hatches and ripening seed and fruit now out of sync with chick-rearing; changes in ocean temperature and currents that affect availability of ocean prey; changes in sea level that drown habitat and increase storm ferocity. These are the issues birds face. These are the issues to which we must attend.


[image: Image]

You can help. Whether it’s yours or not, Pack It Out.
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An adult Bald Eagle graces a Pacific Northwest fir.






pesticides


Fifty years after DDT was banned for unintended environmental consequences, including precipitous population declines in several raptor species, an estimated one billion pounds of pesticides are still used in the United States annually—20 percent of global use. Neonicotinoids, the most used class of pesticides, are a systemic insect neurotoxin commonly used to coat commercial agricultural seed—corn and soy, primarily—and for residential lawns and gardens. However, these insecticides are indiscriminate and affect more than the intended target. Highly water soluble, neonicotinoids leach into soil and surface water, affecting downstream aquatic insects and the many birds and animals that feed on them. Use of these chemicals has been implicated in the widespread decline of insects and, subsequently, the decline of insectivorous birds. Additionally, birds gleaning treated seed show impacts in their metabolic and reproductive systems, orientation, and ability to initiate migration, reducing their overall fitness and chance of survival. The toxins become more concentrated as they move up the food chain into raptors and scavengers, damaging species well beyond the field or yard where the pesticide was initially applied.


How to Help Coastal Birds


Pick up plastic, fishing line and nets, and other trash when hiking or birding.


Respect signed nesting areas.


Avoid disturbing nesting and migrating birds, leash your dog, and maintain a safe distance from birds.


Decrease fuel and energy use.


Reduce water use and pollution.


Monitor chemical use in your home and garden, and properly dispose of waste.


Volunteer for a coastal citizen science project.


Consider fishing practices when buying fish and seafood.


Advocate for your favorite bird and environmental issues.



Gear and Safety


One of the beauties of bird watching is that, at its most fundamental, you need nothing more than your eyes and ears. Of course, binoculars or a spotting scope can contribute to the experience, but some of the best birding memories happen without these. That said, a pair of 8x or 10x magnification binoculars are worth carrying. Buy the best binoculars you can afford. The more you bird, the more you will appreciate the clarity that good optics provide. A spotting scope, 20x–60x magnification, is useful when birding on open water or beach. Here, in the temperate rain forest, waterproof optics are valuable. A camera, or even a smartphone, is useful for capturing rare birds and helping with identification challenges. Smartphone apps for visual and auditory identification assistance are invaluable additions to any birder’s resources. The most basic gear includes suitable clothing for the conditions; weather can change radically in a short time, and being prepared can mean the difference between enjoying a day birding and being cold and wet.


The coast of Washington ranges from densely populated to wildly remote. Conditions on the outer coast, the sound, islands, and sea require different safety considerations. Be aware that knowledge of weather and tides in one place may not apply in another. This is especially true where tides are affected by the influence of islands and channels. An app like AyeTides lets you track tides without cell service.


Rogue waves, locally called “sneaker waves” because they sneak up on you, hit the coast often enough to demand attention. Incoming tides move rapidly, and many narrow, rocky beaches are bordered by cliffs restricting retreat. Tidal flats also flood quickly and can become impassable quagmires. Know the tide schedule and be prudent when assessing hiking times to avoid being stranded. Additionally, drift logs and beach boulders can move underfoot, and sandy bluffs can sluff off. Always be aware of your surroundings, your footing, and potential hazards.


Accessibility


Birds are indiscriminate and make themselves available to everyone. Fortunately, Washington has proactively created trails, restrooms, and campsites for people with specific accessibility requirements. There are more than 40 state parks on the sound and coast to accommodate birders with mobility challenges. The Washington State Parks website (parks.wa.gov/156/ADA-Recreation) includes an interactive map providing information on features of interest. Birdability.org offers a crowd-sourced interactive accessibility map for birding sites around the world. Additionally, anyone can submit information to continue building this inclusive map. At the end of this book is a list of accessible birding sites.


Birding Ethics


The priority of every birder is the health and safety of the birds. Respect the fact that you are in their habitat and create as little disturbance as possible. Heed bird behavior. If birds become agitated or show indications of stress, retreat immediately. Be mindful not to cause disruption at nesting sites or migratory feeding and resting locations. Leash your dog.


While birding apps make identifying birds by sound a snap, be aware that playback of bird song can cause distress among the local birds. If you must play a recording, use earbuds, or listen in a closed vehicle.


Be responsible and polite to other people and their property. Don’t trespass; do respect areas closed to the public. The American Birding Association Code of Ethics can be found here: aba.org/aba-code-of-birding-ethics/.


Bird Names for Birds


Birds are named for a variety of factors, including plumage, geographical range, and songs. In the past, species were sometimes named for the European or American who first scientifically identified the species or were present during the expedition that first recorded it; Barrow’s Goldeneye and Vaux’s Swift are examples of this. Moving birders into the twenty-first century means maintaining a progressive attitude toward the activity and, beyond its impact on birds, its impact on society. While no bird will speak out against the name imposed on it, we can. Continuing to honor those who represent the colonial and exploitative past via common bird names implies, at best, indifference toward those who were, and continue to be, harmed by that past. In 2020, a formal petition submitted to the American Ornithological Society, official arbiter of common bird names, requested that all common names identified with a person be revised. While the discussion is ongoing, birding is for everyone, and providing a safe atmosphere, free of biases and open to all, is a step toward a more inclusive future.



Girls Only


A common bias is the ubiquitous practice of identifying male birds only and dismissing the female as too much the same, not bright and beautiful enough, or too challenging. Birds in winter plumage and some of the less conspicuous species can also fall prey to this discrimination. Without consciously focusing on female (and other sometimes nondescript) birds, we lose the opportunity to close knowledge gaps about habitat differences and needs, how climate change may affect females during incubation, and what both sexes need for reproductive success and, ultimately, species survival. Learn more about Female Bird Day and the Galbatross Project at femalebirdday.wordpress.com.




eBird Basics


The Cornell Lab of Ornithology website eBird.org is the ultimate citizen science project. Free and available to all users globally, data are compiled to assess, for instance, species distribution, abundance, and habitat use. Users of the website and app, which is available offline, can track their personal birding trips and lists, view real-time species distributions, find birding hotspots, and receive alerts for rare bird sightings all while contributing to the broader data set.
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A Common Merganser hen gives her chicks a lift.







Using This Book


All living things that have been scientifically identified have a series of classifications consisting of consecutively smaller, genetically related divisions, from animal, for example, to vertebrate, bird, duck, and Surf Scoter. The last three definitive divisions are family, genus (plural is “genera”), and species. Families and genera are groupings with similar characteristics and behaviors. Species is the final, unique identifier for every living thing, each with a scientific binomial and a common name. While most field guides present birds in their strict phylogenetic order, for ease of identification, birds in this book are grouped by habitat, regardless of official family designation. For example, swifts and swallows, although unrelated, are both aerial insectivores who live on the wing and are therefore presented together.


The species in this book are those most likely to be seen on the Washington Coast during an average birding day in the right season and habitat. Potentially confusing similar species are also listed.


The following information is provided for each species:


PHOTOS male and female, where different, and seasonal variations where appropriate


Captions characteristics to aid identification
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Adult male House Finch with juvenile.
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	Habitat and behavior Suitable ecosystems and anticipated habitat. Behaviors include foraging strategies, foods taken, breeding habits.
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Yearly abundance Birds have loose schedules we can track and are often habitat specific through seasons. This information provides an estimated possibility of seeing a given species.


Rare Seeing this bird would be a special event not soon forgotten.


Uncommon These birds may require habitat-specific searches or carefully scheduled birding trips to catch them in the right place at the right time.


Common Readily seen many days in many places, these are the bread-and-butter birds that make every trip worthwhile.


Very common These birds are ubiquitous, seen most days in many places.
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a note on where to look Listed locations (generally presented south from Canada, following the coastline around the Sound and out to the Pacific) provide a starting point for exploration. Whether you are a new birder becoming familiar with habitat and species or a traveler looking for the coastal birding mecca, these suggestions will get you started. The following abbreviations are used:


CP – county park


SP – state park


NP – national park


NWR – national wildlife refuge


Pt. – point


Ft. – fort
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	Sounds Birds declare territory, attract mates, chase predators, and warn others of danger with their songs and calls. Written descriptions are the best estimation of songs and calls heard in the region. Breeding calls are not given for birds who don’t nest here.
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	Similar birds Many bird species look alike and require specific information to distinguish. A less common bird may only have a photo in its doppelganger’s account.








Size of the bird length (head to tail) and wingspan in inches. [image: Image]
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