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Preface





Though I am a born-and-raised lowlander, getting a little dizzy at high elevations, the Cascade mountains have always been in my consciousness. I grew up in view of Mount Hood and a freshly erupted Mount Saint Helens—these volcanic peaks were points of reference, constants in the distance. The Cascades were also a passageway, a strange world of starkly beautiful scenery, stunted trees, and red rock to drive through on the way to Central Oregon. My mountain recreation was mostly limited to wintertime activities, like cutting Christmas trees and inner tubing, and I never saw many birds. But in college, my ecology class made a daylong transect from Eugene to Bend, measuring the dramatic changes in vegetation. This piqued my interest in these forests that were so different from the ones near my home in Portland.


As I became a more serious birder and learned about the strong associations between forest types and the birds that live there, I realized that the Cascades were more varied and complex than I had known before. I found my first Black-backed Woodpecker in a burned forest and ventured to a high-elevation forest in summer to see nesting Three-toed Woodpeckers. Following a trail of thrush song from Swainson’s to Hermit to Varied up a mountain helped me to see the differences in forest types as birds do. The more I learn about the birds of the Cascades, the more birding adventures I am inspired to take.


The Columbia Gorge and the Cascades are a natural fit for a single book because one cuts right through the other and they contain similar birds and habitats. An easy drive up into the Cascades from the Gorge will take you to a wide range of birding sites.
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Western Tanager






This book is a quick reference for birding in the Cascades and the Gorge but also showcases a few exciting specialties so that you’ll be prepared if you are lucky enough to see a White-tailed Ptarmigan, Three-toed Woodpecker, or Pine Grosbeak. I hope it will enrich your summer hikes and winter ski trips and open your eyes to the wonderful birding experiences to be had in these regions. Finally, I want this book to educate you about the threats facing birds in the Cascades and the Gorge and inspire you to protect them and the habitats they depend on.
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Birding the Cascades and Columbia Gorge





The experience of birding in the Cascades and Columbia Gorge varies widely depending on the location and season. It can smell like the butterscotch of sun-warmed ponderosa pine forest where a White-headed Woodpecker looks for insects or look like a waterfall flowing over fern-lined basalt into a creek where American Dippers swim to find caddisflies. One day it might feel like a path through an old-growth forest, cushioned with hemlock needles, where Pacific Wrens perch on nurse logs and release a river of song. In winter it sounds like the chatter of Canada Jays greeting you when you take a break from snowshoeing to eat a snack, and in summer it tastes like huckleberries picked from a trailside bush while Townsend’s Warblers sing unseen from the trees above.


One of the appeals of birding the Cascades and the Gorge is the way that your surroundings and the bird community can change so dramatically over a short distance. A road through the mountains west to east traverses moist forest, up to sparse alpine forest, then down into dry, open forest. The flat path through the Gorge makes the journey even faster, allowing you to move between the wet Douglas-fir forests at Multnomah Falls and the dry pines of Hood River in only half an hour.


As you might expect, the distinctive birds of the Cascades are primarily those that rely on conifer trees for food and nesting habitat. A dozen species of woodpeckers can regularly be found in and around the Gorge and the Cascades, each using a different subset of the habitat, from Lewis’s Woodpeckers catching insects in the air, to sapsuckers excavating holes in bark, to Pileated Woodpeckers tearing up dead logs in search of ants. Finches are also abundant and diverse, including the dry-side specialist Cassin’s Finch as well as northerly and high-altitude specialties like Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch, Pine Grosbeak, and White-winged Crossbill. The Gorge and Cascades are also home to a broad diversity of corvids at every elevation. Steller’s Jay and Common Raven are widespread, while Canada Jay and Clark’s Nutcracker are special treats for those who venture higher into the mountains.


As wild as the Cascades can be, there are many public access options. A significant amount of the land is national forest, with substantial areas of wilderness. There are also several national parks with varying levels of facilities. At lower elevations are state parks, wildlife areas, and natural preserves. Fish hatcheries are common along rivers and can provide excellent birding. The Gorge has many access points along both the Oregon and Washington sides to stop and view the Columbia River or take a hike.



Habitats of the Cascades and Columbia Gorge


The Cascades are not a homogenous mountain range, but take many different shapes from east to west and north to south. The complex geology that led to the varied habitats and birdlife of the range is explained clearly and succinctly in the very useful book Cascadia Revealed by Daniel Mathews. Mathews divides the Cascades into four regions: “High” and “Western” in Oregon, and “Southern” and “North” in Washington. The Western Cascades are older, lower forested ridges below timberline, and the High Cascades are a line of snow-capped volcanic peaks emerging in a separate ridge to their east. In Washington, the Southern Cascades also contain a mix of older formations and newer volcanic peaks, but they are interspersed, not laid out in parallel lines. The North Cascades are unique: a huge number of high peaks in a small area, carved by glaciers.


The Columbia Gorge has its own jaw-dropping origin story. A series of floods almost too large to imagine rushed through the area at depths of 400 to 1000 feet around fifteen thousand years ago. Water was held back by an ice dam in the gigantic Lake Missoula then burst free. These repeated floods wore through basalt in what is now the Columbia Gorge, producing the tall, exposed rocky cliffs for which it is known.


The great contrast in forest types across the Cascades is primarily due to the rain-shadow effect. West and east sides of the range host very different trees and understory plants because the west side catches much of the abundant moisture moving in from the Pacific Ocean before it reaches the east side. Another feature of the Pacific Northwest climate is the remarkable seasonality of precipitation. Summers are very dry, and winter storms bring rain and dump snow at higher elevations. The North Cascades are the most dramatic example of this with over 50 feet of snow per year. These snowy winters render many high-elevation sites either inaccessible or accessible only to those with appropriate vehicles and skis or snowshoes.


As we explore and enjoy this rich and beautiful area, remember that the original stewards of this land and its birds were the many Indigenous Peoples who shaped this landscape and who still reside on the land. Conservation efforts that return land to tribes play an important role in both ecological and cultural restoration.


WESTSIDE FORESTS


The wetter side of the Cascades is covered by lush forests of tall trees with a dense understory. The forest is primarily conifer trees with some deciduous trees along streams, and the species composition changes distinctly with elevation. These abundant forests have long been logged for timber, resulting in a patchwork of clear-cuts, especially at lower elevations. Clear-cuts do provide habitat for some species but at the expense of specialists that need uninterrupted forest. Westside forest birding is primarily done by ear, with some birds singing from high above in the canopy and others calling from deep in the undergrowth.


Iconic birds of westside forests include Northern Pygmy-Owl, Red-breasted Sapsucker, and Western Tanager. Find them at Federation Forest State Park and Rockport State Park in Washington, and at Hackleman Old Growth Grove and Silver Falls State Park in Oregon.


EASTSIDE FORESTS


The moisture available to forests on the east side decreases as you move downslope and the forest changes from firs at high elevations to the iconic ponderosa pine at lower elevations. This dry, open forest sometimes also contains oaks as it does in parts of the Columbia Gorge near Hood River and The Dalles. Birds like Black-backed Woodpecker, Western Bluebird, and House Wren take advantage of forest openings and snags created by fire, which is a natural part of this ecosystem. The openness of these forests makes it easier to see birds.


Iconic birds of eastside forests include Cassin’s Finch, White-headed Woodpecker, and Pygmy Nuthatch. Find them at Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery and Wenas Campground in Washington, and at Whispering Pine Horse Camp and Crater Lake National Park in Oregon.


ALPINE MEADOWS


Near the tree line and above it are unique habitats home to a few specialized birds and accessible only during the short summer season. Dense, low vegetation grows in alpine meadows, interspersed with rocky areas. These slow-growing and sensitive plants flower in late summer, hosting hummingbirds on their fall migrations. Raptors soar above the ridgetops in late summer when lower-elevation rodents have gone underground to escape the heat. Above this zone, terrain turns to snow, ice, and rock, which may require technical expertise and gear to access.


Iconic alpine species include Horned Lark, American Pipit, White-tailed Ptarmigan (Washington only), and Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch. Find them at Mount Rainier National Park and at Mount Baker: Heather Meadows in Washington, and at the Timberline Lodge area on Mount Hood and the Three Sisters Wilderness Area in Oregon.


LAKES AND RESERVOIRS


The Cascades are dotted with lakes and reservoirs ranging from deep ones carved by glaciers to shallow ones dammed by lava. Washington has more of the former, and Oregon more of the latter. These bodies of water are home to breeding ducks, migrating shorebirds, and nesting raptors. Lakes with shallow, muddy edges bordered by wetland vegetation often have a higher diversity of bird species using those bonus habitats. Most lakes offer boat launches, a convenient access point and place from which to scan for birds.


Iconic birds of mountain lakes include Barrow’s Goldeneye, Common Merganser, and Spotted Sandpiper. Find them at Diablo Lake and Leech Lake in Washington, and at Suttle Lake and Timothy Lake in Oregon.


MOUNTAIN STREAMS AND RIVERS


The abundant precipitation that falls on the Cascades flows into a myriad of rivers, more so on the west side. Many of these are steep, rushing streams, while others, like the Skagit, flow on a gradual path carved by glaciers. The clean, fast-flowing water is home to larval invertebrates that eventually emerge as flying adult insects, releasing a huge pulse of nutrients vital to nesting birds that forage both in the water and in the air. Bordered by riparian vegetation like willows, alders, and cottonwoods, rivers provide important bird habitat, especially in drier areas.


Iconic birds of mountain streams include Harlequin Duck, American Dipper, and Yellow Warbler. Find them at Tieton River and Icicle Creek in Washington, and at East Fork Hood River and Santiam River in Oregon.


THE COLUMBIA RIVER


The immense size of the Columbia separates it from other rivers as a bird habitat. The river is tidal as far as Bonneville Dam, above which it is more like a lake. Its calm waters provide open habitat for ducks, even during cold winters. Salmon and other fish provide food for waterbirds and raptors. Gulls and terns forage here too and use the river as a highway from the coast to the interior. Riparian trees like cottonwoods on the river’s banks offer nesting habitat for many species.


Iconic birds of the Columbia River include Bald Eagles and sizable rafts of ducks in winter, and nesting Ospreys in summer. Find them at Hamilton Island and Beacon Rock in Washington, and at Hood River: The Hook, and Bonneville Dam in Oregon.


WETLANDS


Fens and wet meadows are sometimes overlooked, but they provide oases of bird habitat and food sources in mountain forests. Fens are wet year-round, and the soil is made of peat (poorly decomposed plant matter). The water in fens comes at least partially from the ground up, so they can exist even in arid places. Wet meadows have mineral soil and may be wet for only part of the year. Fens are home to unique plants, many of which produce berries, and insects are abundant in the water and on the plants of both fens and wet meadows. Islands of vegetation surrounded by water offer safe nesting sites for birds that would not otherwise be found in forests. It’s best to enjoy these wetlands by watching from the edges to avoid trampling their plant life and disturbing nesting birds.


Iconic birds of high-elevation wetlands include Lincoln’s Sparrow, Willow Flycatcher, and Wilson’s Snipe. Find them at Government Meadows and Fish Lake in Washington, and at Trout Creek Swamp and Little Crater Lake in Oregon.


ROCKY RIDGES


High, rocky ridges provide a very specific and seasonal type of birding: hawkwatching. Each fall, impressive numbers of hawks, eagles, falcons, and vultures head south, following the Cascades through Washington and Oregon. This unique window into raptor migration provides an opportunity to assess changes in species abundance and distribution. Hawkwatch International staffs some hawkwatch sites to count birds, educate the public, and also trap (safely) and band raptors to learn even more about them and what they need to survive. Hawkwatch International sites include Bonney Butte in Oregon and Chelan Ridge in Washington. A volunteer-led raptor survey takes place at Green Ridge in Oregon. Highlights include Northern Goshawk, Golden Eagle, and the sheer number of raptors passing overhead.


Conservation Issues


Birds in the Cascades and Columbia Gorge face a number of threats to their continued survival. These issues are large in scale, and addressing them will require cooperation across multiple agencies, jurisdictions, and even countries. It may seem overwhelming, but there are many things we can do as birders to live our values while working on larger societal changes.


FIRE


Many areas of eastside forest were maintained by low-intensity fires set by Indigenous Peoples before colonization. This created an open forest where pines could grow tall and spaced apart. These pine forests are home to White-headed Woodpeckers, Green-tailed Towhees, and Williamson’s Sapsuckers. A century of fire suppression combined with climate change has led to more intense fires that are also larger than they were historically. Westside forests have typically had fewer fires, but they are now increasing in frequency. These changes could eventually cause a shift in forest types, impacting birds.
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White-headed Woodpecker






LOGGING


The lush forests on the lower western slopes of the Cascades have been heavily logged for over a century, with most of the logging being clear-cuts. Old-growth forests now exist as only small remnants. Some bird species may take advantage of the open areas created by logging, but these gaps also expose forest-dwelling birds to a suite of predators not found in the forest interior, like crows and ravens. Many specialist species like Northern Spotted Owls and Olive-sided Flycatchers require large expanses of forest as well as the snags, woody debris, and understory plants that are part of a mature forest.


CLIMATE CHANGE


In addition to escalating fire intensity and size, climate change will likely have other compounding effects on Cascade forests. Drought and warmer temperatures are projected to become more frequent, which will then lead to more insect outbreaks and tree die-offs. These events may benefit a few species, like woodpeckers, in the short term, but severe outbreaks can destroy habitat in the longer term. Climate change is also shifting upward the elevation at which plant communities, and the animals that live in them, can survive. Eventually, subalpine forests are predicted to vanish and be replaced by forest types that now occur downslope. The timescale of these changes is lightning fast compared to the eons that birds have been living in these forests, and their ability to adapt remains to be seen.



What You Can Do


JOIN a conservation organization that supports the causes and habitats you care about.


REDUCE your carbon emissions from fossil fuels and ask the same of corporations and governments.


PREVENT human-caused wildfires by building campfires only where and when they are allowed and putting them out completely.


SUPPORT preservation of remaining old growth and protection of threatened and endangered species.


STAY OFF of sensitive alpine vegetation.


DON’T USE lead shot or lead fishing weights, which can poison raptors and aquatic birds if ingested.


PICK UP discarded fishing line and dispose of it properly to prevent entanglement.


KEEP A SAFE DISTANCE from waterbirds when recreating on mountain lakes.


BRUSH OFF your boots before and after a hike so that you don’t move invasive plant seeds from one place to another.



Gear and Safety


There are no hard rules about birding gear, and you can enjoy birds without any financial investment. That said, a pair of waterproof binoculars will go a long way toward improving your birding experience. If you want to spend a lot of time birding at lakes or along the Columbia, a spotting scope (also waterproof) is ideal for better views of birds. A scope increases your magnification from the 8x of typical binoculars to 20x–60x. A camera can also be useful for documenting rarities or challenging identifications, or you can take photos with your phone through binoculars or a scope. Recording your sightings can be done with a smartphone app like eBird or in a notebook.


Hiking in the Columbia Gorge and Cascades can be a wonderful experience, but it is important to consider potential risks and be prepared. Check the road and trail conditions before you go, get an up-to-date weather forecast, and let someone know where you’ll be hiking and when you’ll return. The American Hiking Society (americanhiking.org) recommends carrying these ten essentials on every hike: appropriate footwear, map and compass/GPS, water, food, raingear, safety items (light, fire-making supplies, whistle), first-aid kit, knife or multi-tool, sun protection, and shelter (e.g., a space blanket).


Many sites in the Cascades and Columbia Gorge require a Northwest Forest Pass to park at trailheads. In Washington, you may also need a Discover Pass. The national parks require yet a different pass for access. Check before you go.



Accessibility


Birding is for everyone. You don’t have to climb a mountain peak or hike miles into a wilderness area to enjoy great birds in the Cascades and Columbia Gorge. Birders with mobility challenges will find trails and viewpoints that offer access to a variety of habitats. The U.S. Forest Service has produced a series of “Accessible Adventures” videos on YouTube for several sites in the Cascades and Columbia Gorge to show visitors what the access is like and what wheelchair users will be able to do there. A list of recommended accessible birding sites can be found in the back of this book. See birdability.org for more information about removing barriers for birders. Groups like Outdoor Afro, Vive NW, Fat Girls Hiking, and Unlikely Hikers are also working to make marginalized communities and individuals feel welcome and comfortable in the outdoors.


Birding Ethics


It’s important to make the well-being of birds a priority, even if it means not getting the best view or photograph. Watch birds for changes in behavior that indicate they are disturbed by your presence, and back off if necessary. Be especially sensitive around nest sites.


As a person in public with binoculars, you are an ambassador of the birding community. Be kind to other birders and stay out of private property and closed areas of parks and refuges. The American Birding Association (ABA) details a complete Code of Birding Ethics at americanbirding.org.



Bird Names for Birds


Bird names can highlight distinctive plumage, geographical range, song, or habitat, and provide helpful information. Many birds, however, are named after people, including the Townsend’s Warbler, Swainson’s Thrush, and Steller’s Jay in this book. The #BirdNamesForBirds campaign wants to change the bird names that honor people because these names were applied by European and American naturalists as part of colonialism and are, therefore, associated with racism and exploitation. New names could make the birding community more welcoming and equitable. The discussion in the birding and ornithology communities on this subject is ongoing, but the American Ornithological Society, in charge of bird names, has created a committee to work on the issue.




EBIRD BASICS


eBird is a website (ebird.org) and smartphone app from Cornell Lab of Ornithology. It is a valuable tool for birders and has many functions:




	• Track your sightings and generate customizable lists


	• Contribute to a scientific database


	• Find birds and birding hotspots


	• Get customized alerts for rare birds and target species
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Northern Goshawk at the nest.










Using This Book


This book focuses on the 141 birds that are most likely to be found in the Cascades and the Columbia Gorge. Less common birds are also mentioned but do not have their own entries. The classification system used by scientists worldwide categorizes living things into smaller and smaller related groups, each with a unique Latin name, the last three being family, genus, and species. In this section you will find an introduction to the families featured in the book and learn the characteristics that exemplify the members of each. Individual bird entries include their genus and species. In a departure from the typical field guide format that groups birds solely by genetic relationships, this book groups bird families that are genetically unrelated but resemble each other and share the same habitat. For example, the unrelated ducks, coots, grebes, and loons that you might see swimming near each other on the Columbia have been placed on adjacent pages for easier comparison.


Each species entry provides the following specifics:


PHOTOS of the plumages most likely to be seen in the region.


CAPTIONS detailing key field marks.
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HABITAT AND BEHAVIOR Which habitats the bird is found in, what it eats, nesting behavior if it breeds in the Cascades or the Gorge, and any other distinctive behaviors.
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YEARLY ABUNDANCE When to find the bird and how common it is in the area. These categories are not indicators of absolute abundance but provide an idea of how likely you are to find each species during the months indicated. Sites listed are by no means the only places that the birds can be found, but they represent the type of habitat where you are likely to see them, and they are all good birding spots.

RARE | It would be exciting to see this bird because it doesn’t happen very often.


UNCOMMON | You might see this bird, especially in the right habitat.


COMMON | You will see this bird most of the time.


VERY COMMON | It would be hard not to find this bird.
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SOUNDS The various songs (complex sounds often used for territorial and courtship purposes) and calls (short sounds used as alarms or for communication within flocks) made during the time this bird is in the area. Breeding season sounds are not included for birds that only spend the winter along the Columbia River.
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SIMILAR SPECIES Birds with similar shape or plumage that could be confused for the featured species. Less common birds may only be shown on the page of a similar, more common species.









SIZE OF THE BIRD in length (head to tail) and wingspan. [image: Image]
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Bird Family Descriptions





A “family” is a group of closely related species that share physical characteristics and behaviors. Each family has a name in English and one in Latin, the language of scientific classification. Learning to recognize bird families can help you narrow down the possible species when you are trying to identify an unfamiliar bird.
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GEESE, SWANS & DUCKS (family Anatidae)


Waterfowl have adaptations for a life lived in and around the water, including webbed feet and waterproof plumage. Their bills fit their foraging methods: serrated bills for grabbing fish, thick bills for crushing mollusks, or bills featuring comblike “teeth” for filtering out small invertebrates. The Cascades are home to ducks that breed in mountain lakes and those that nest along rushing streams. Many species of waterfowl spend the winter on and near the Columbia River.
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COOTS (family Rallidae)


Though they may resemble ducks in shape and behavior, coots actually share a family with rails, which are secretive wetland dwellers. Coots are loud and gregarious, diving and squabbling in open water. Their feet have fleshy pads, or lobes, that help them swim but also spread out their weight when they walk on mud or floating plants. They winter in large flocks on the Columbia River.
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LOONS (family Gaviidae)


Loons have sharp, pointed bills that help them to grab fish, and webbed feet placed at the very back of their bodies to make swimming more efficient. Loons breed in northern areas and on a few lakes in Washington, but spend the winter in large bodies of water at the coast and sometimes inland. Nesting loons do not tolerate human disturbance and will abandon lakes with heavy boat traffic.
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GREBES (family Podicipedidae)


Grebes are adapted to a life lived on the water. They swim underwater to catch food, propelled by lobed feet set at the back of their bodies. Grebes have dense bones that make it easier for them to stay submerged, and they can decrease their buoyancy by holding their feathers closer to their bodies. Most grebes seen in the Cascades are passing through on migration.
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CORMORANTS (family Phalacrocoracidae)


Cormorants propel themselves underwater with webbed feet and grab fish with their hooked bills. They can often be seen holding their wings open while roosting in order to dry their feathers and regulate their body temperature. Their dark plumage and long necks separate them from other waterbirds. Only one species of cormorant, the Double-crested, is found inland.
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PLOVERS (family Charadriidae)


Plovers occupy similar habitat to sandpipers and look superficially similar, but plovers have rounder bodies, shorter bills, and large eyes. They are visual predators that catch invertebrates by running around and jabbing their bills into mud or sand in open areas. The Killdeer is the most common plover found inland and it often nests near roads, making it easy to find.
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SANDPIPERS & SNIPE (family Scolopacidae)


Sandpipers are outfitted with bills in an array of shapes and sizes that allow them to forage along rivers, in wetlands, and in mud. Many sandpipers only pass through Oregon and Washington on migrations between their southern wintering grounds and their breeding grounds on the northern tundra, but the Spotted Sandpiper and Wilson’s Snipe are residents and can be seen all summer.
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HERONS (family Ardeidae)


Herons have long necks, long, pointed bills, and long legs that allow them to wade when hunting for food. They are found in and around water, including rivers, lakes, and wetlands, but they also hunt in fields for frogs, small mammals, and snakes.
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GULLS & TERNS (family Laridae)


Gulls and terns both have webbed feet and an affinity for water, but terns dive headfirst for fish and have long, pointed wings and sharply pointed bills, and gulls have blunter bills and larger feet for swimming and walking. Gulls can be a challenge to identify because their plumage varies with age and season, and they hybridize with each other. Despite these complexities, gulls have key field marks that allow many of them to be confidently named.
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VULTURES (family Cathartidae)


Only one species of vulture can currently be found in Oregon and Washington. Historically, California Condors also soared over the Columbia River, but their range has been drastically reduced as a result of their near extinction. Vultures serve a vital role in the ecosystem by eating dead animals and thereby preventing the spread of disease. Their bald heads are an adaptation to eating carrion: a featherless head is much easier to clean after being stuck inside a deer carcass.
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