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January 2019 

              Birding Observer 

     

Five Valleys Audubon Society, a Chapter of the National Audubon Society 
 

Calendar of Events 
 

 Monday, January 7th, 6:45-8:45pm: The FVAS Board 
meeting will take place in the large meeting room at 
the Missoula Public Library.  

 Friday, January 11th: Rally for Public Lands at 
12pm/noon at the Capitol Rotunda in Helena. See 
details in article on page 4.  

 Monday, January 14th, 7:00pm: Learn about the 
ecology of Iceland and Greenland at our January 
program meeting. The presentation will take place in 
Room 123 of the Gallagher Business Building on the 
UM campus.  

 Tuesday, January 15th: The deadline for the February 
2019 edition of the Birding Observer.     

 Saturday, January 19th: Bird walk at the Lee Metcalf 
NWR from 10:00 am-Noon. Meet field trip leader at 
the Refuge Visitor's Center. Please note that the 
Visitor's Center is not open on weekends, so no 
restrooms are available. 

 Saturday, February 2nd: All day field trip to the Deer 
Lodge Valley to look for winter birds.  Meet at 7:50 
am in the northwest corner of the Adams Center 
parking lot. 

 

Arctic Wildlife: Ecology of Iceland and Greenland 
 
Come join us on Monday, January 14th for Five Valleys 
Audubon’s annual joint meeting with the Native Plant 
Society.  Bundle up as speaker Teagan Hayes takes us on 
a journey into the wondrous far north with her talk Arctic 
Wild Life: Flora and Fauna of Iceland and Greenland. 
 
Life in the arctic is governed by extremes, and the islands 
of Iceland and Greenland provide a glimpse into this 
world of ice and fire. Greenland is an incredibly wild, ice-
encrusted place, and the growing season is short and 
frenzied. Iceland offers a similar suite of plants in its 
northern reaches but greater overall diversity. Wildlife 
includes muskox, arctic foxes, stoats (short-tailed 
weasels), lemmings, polar bears, wolves, and many 
species of birds. Flora and fauna alike are adapted to 
survive in a harsh world, but both are vulnerable to a 
changing climate. Human life in these minimally-
populated places is also changing while scientists work to 
understand the implications of rapid change that are 
magnified in the arctic.  
 
Teagan Hayes is an MS candidate in Wildlife Biology 
through the Montana Cooperative Wildlife Research Unit 
at the University of Montana.  Teagan found her way 
west on a bike, where she has conducted research across 
Montana and other western states.  Her work has 
spanned diverse habitats including arctic tundra, 
northern forests, tallgrass prairie, desert, sagebrush 
steppe, and lab benches, and her research has focused on 
a range of species from elk and mule deer to insects and 
muskoxen. Her research interests broadly lie in 
connecting wildlife movement and nutrition to 
management and conservation on the larger landscape. 
Her current Masters research is in collaboration with 
Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks, focused on nutritional 
ecology of mule deer in three study areas in northwest 
Montana. 
  
The meeting will begin at 7pm in Room 123 of the 
Gallagher Business Building on the UM campus.   

Puffin in Iceland 
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Peeps from the Board: The Genius of Birds 
By Jim Brown 
 
Have you ever pondered whether birds are intelligent and 
can reason or whether they just behave according to 
their instincts? Many everyday expressions give them a 
bad reputation. For example, someone who makes bad 
decisions or seems uninformed is labeled as a "bird brain" 
or as being "pigeon-headed." To goof up is considered to 
"lay an egg" or being a "dumb turkey." I recently read a 
New York Times Best Seller book that delves deeply into 
this subject: The Genius of Birds by Jennifer Ackerman. 
Based on the past two decades of research, the book 
shows that birds are capable of mental feats comparable 
to those found in primates. Birds are far more intelligent 
than ever imagined in how they communicate vocally, 
navigate enormous distances, interact socially and solve 
problems. I highly recommend it for enlightening and 
interesting reading. 
 
Ackerman describes intelligence more in terms of genius-
-the ability to figure things out and solve problems. 
Although instincts may play a part in brain function, 
cognitive ability is more responsible for their genius. 
Corvids (ravens, crows, jays) are considered to be smarter 
than other birds and the New Caledonian Crow is the 
smartest of all birds. Their tool making ability rivals that 
of primates and perhaps might be even more innovative. 
They fashion tools from various materials to solve newly 
encountered problems. For example, in one study they 
used a short tool to get a longer one suitable for getting 
food. They make them at the proper length and diameter 
for each task including fashioning hooks from twigs by 
first selecting a suitable twig with lateral spurs and then 
shaping it to extract insects from various sized crevices. 
Many other bird species use tools but not with the 
sophistication of the New Caledonian Crow. Juveniles 
learn how to fashion tools by observing their parents. It is 
believed that this species may offer insight into 
understanding human strategies for life. This clever bird 
demonstrates causal reasoning by observing what causes 
things to happen and uses that knowledge to their 
advantage. 
 
Both humans and some birds have evolved brains large 
for their body size. They also coevolved similar patterns 
of brain activity for some functions such as learning song 
and speech, more so than apes and man. A study 
published in 2014, showed amazingly similar gene activity 
in brains of humans learning to speak and birds learning 
to sing. Birds have become excellent models for 
understanding how our brains learn and remember, 
create language and solve problems. As a group, parrots 

have the most developed song system and language that 
we can easily observe. For example, the African Grey 
Parrot, mynah and cockatoo quickly learn to mimic 
human sounds. One famous grey parrot named Alex 
could answer questions about color and shape of objects. 
He repeated phrases he heard in the research lab such as 
"pay attention, calm down, bye- I'm gonna go eat dinner, 
I'll see you tomorrow." Other well-known mimics include 
the mockingbird, starling and zebra finches. My favorite 
vocalist is the Black-capped Chickadee we see regularly in 
our backyard. Although my ears don't hear it, they say 
way more than chickadee-dee-dee. They convey location 
to another bird, warn of predators by kind and 
seriousness, and interpret meaning of other sounds of 
birds and some insects. To further this knowledge Erick 
Greene and a graduate student are planning to test 
whether chickadees interpret calls of the Townsend's 
Solitaire, often given from exposed perches, to mean no 
predators are nearby-it’s ok to move about.  
 
Another amazing mental feat is the ability of many birds 
to form maps and navigate. It is not just instinct; it 
involves cognitive skills such as keeping track of one's 
position, calculating distances, approximating spatial 
relations and decision making all difficult tasks for 
mammals including humans. The Clark's Nutcracker is a 
master of mapping. A single nutcracker typically gathers 
more than 30,000 seeds in a summer and buries them in 
up to 5,000 different caches scattered over a territory of 
many square miles. It then remembers where they are 
and relocates them with precision that research indicates 
relies on a map of landmarks such as big trees and rocks 
that don't get buried by snow. Ackerman's book contains 
many examples of the cognitive skills and genius of birds, 
which gave me a new appreciation of their mental 
abilities. You would find it fascinating to read. 
 
  

The New Caledonian Crow uses tools to find food. 
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Field Trip Summaries 
By Larry Weeks 
 
 
Sunday, 
December 2nd: 
Thirteen people 
joined the 
author for the 
Mission Valley 
field trip.  The 
outstanding bird 
on this trip was 
a dark-phased 
Gyrfalcon which 
was seen in Valley View.  When we stopped for the bird 
on a cross-arm, it flew to the next cross-arm.  The rapid 
wing beat identified it as a falcon and it was a large bird.  
It sat there for about a minute and most everyone got to 
look at it.  The back of the bird was towards us and it was 
all dark brown.  The bird was photographed by Steve 
Flood and Alex Kearney.  When it flew, both Steve and 
Alex got a photo of the under wing which was two-toned 
and spotted.  It matched the photo of the Gyrfalcon's 
under wing in Wheeler's Raptors of Western North 
America.  The raptors are the focus of this trip and 
although the numbers were down, we did see 33 Red-
tailed Hawks, 12 Rough-legged Hawks, 5 American 
Kestrels, 4 Northern Harriers, 5 Bald Eagles, and 8 Great 
Horned Owls.  The number of owls was high for a 
December trip and they were scattered along Valley View 
and Moiese Valley Roads.  There were 2 Blue Jays in back 
of the Town Pump in Polson in the same location that we 
have had them on past trips.  We tried for a Swamp 
Sparrow near the intersection of Duck Road and Pedilue 
but were unsuccessful.  Someone had recently reported a 
Swamp Sparrow at that location.  There was a good 
variety of ducks on Flathead Lake and about 45 Barrow's 
Goldeneyes on the sewage ponds.  We had 38 species for 
the trip. 
 

 

2018 Field Trip Bird List  
By Larry Weeks 
 
 
During the 2018 calendar year, the Chapter conducted 19 
field trips which included the Mission Valley (5), Metcalf 
(2), Deer Lodge Valley (3), Brown's Lake (2), Missoula 
Valley (2), Freezout Lake (1), Bowdoin (1), Glacier (1), 
Primm Meadow (1), and Roger's Pass (1).  If someone had 
participated in all 19 field trips, they would have seen, or 
had the opportunity to see, 214 bird species.  The best 
field trips in terms of bird species seen were Brown's Lake 
(83), Freezout (126) and Bowdoin (98).  The outstanding 
birds included Broad-winged Hawk, Gyrfalcon, Piping 
Plover, Northern Hawk Owl, Loggerhead Shrike, Orchard 
Oriole, and Baltimore Oriole. 
 
 
Five Valleys Audubon Society 
Tentative 2019 Field Trip Schedule  
 
 
Date Location 

Feb 2                       Deer Lodge Valley    

Feb 23                     Mission Valley    

Mar 23                    Metcalf NWR     

Apr 6                       Ninepipes (Short-eared Owls)   

Apr 27                     Brown's Lake     

May 19 (Sun)         Bandy Ranch     

May 25 & 26          Freezout Lake & Benton Lake   

Jun 7-9                    M A Bird Festival (Glasgow)   

Jun 16 (Sun)           Open Cross Ranch    

Jun 21-23                Bowdoin NWR    

Jul 4-7                      Glacier     

Aug 24                     Canyon Ferry     

Sep 14              Pablo, Kicking Horse, & Ninepipes         

   Reservoirs     

Oct 5                        Roger's Pass (Raptor banding)  

Oct 27 (Sun)           Brown's Lake     

Nov 2                       Metcalf NWR     

Dec 8 (Sun)             Mission Valley    

 
 
 

Barrow's Goldeneye 
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Get ready Audubon Chapters - Montana’s 66th 
Legislature is Set to Convene January 7th!  
 
In less than a month, the 66th Montana Legislature will 
convene, launching Montana Audubon into a four-month 
frenzy of researching, strategizing, testifying, and 
lobbying on bills that affect Montana’s wildlife, wildlife 
habitat, and bedrock environmental laws. With a federal 
backdrop of attacks on the Endangered Species Act, Sage 
Grouse conservation plans, the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, 
and the Clean Water Rule, we are likely to see 
emboldened attacks on state-level regulations at home. 
We already know that a number of challenges to our 
primary conservation issues are coming. This includes 
challenges to the continuation of the Habitat Montana 
program (a Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks habitat 
protection program), challenges to the state Greater 
Sage-grouse conservation program, challenges to 
conservation easements and keeping public lands in 
public hands, and challenges to increasing clean energy 
and climate change solutions.   
 
Affecting state policy is not easy. That’s why we are 
excited to announce the Montana-raised and educated 
(as a recent University of Montana graduate) Wyatt 
Smith, as our 2019 Legislative Assistant. With this added 
capacity, you can be sure that our Montana Audubon 
team will be in the halls every day fighting challenges to 
conservation, and supporting proactive legislation and 
sufficient budgets to protect our wildlife, our public 
lands, and to keep our outdoor heritage intact. As always, 
one of our priorities will be preventing the rollback of 
existing public safeguards and state environmental 
standards. Unfortunately, we have to work hard each 
session to prevent these rollbacks, by defeating or 
weakening dozens of bills that would lessen protections 
for our state’s water, air, wildlife habitat, and public 
participation and transparency in government. Our team 
will also do our best to bring you, our fellow advocates, 
the information you need to raise your voice. During the 
session, we will help host a handful of citizen lobby days 
(usually one a month), and we will maintain an active 
“Action Alert Network” to deliver weekly updates on 
legislative priorities and how you can help.  
 

Each of us has a lot to lose if we don’t act. You can 
support Montana Audubon’s valuable legislative work in 
three primary ways: 

1) Donate to help support face-to-face contact with 
legislators, send action alerts at critical times, and 
defend Montana’s natural heritage. 

2) Sign up for our action alert network by visiting 
www.mtaudubon.org – and encourage others in 
your chapter to join! 

3) Spend a day at the Capitol lobbying by our side 
 
And, don’t forget, you can do all three!  
 
Here is a little more about Wyatt whom we are excited to 
welcome to our team. Wyatt Smith is a native Montanan 
who grew up in Missoula and has spent time living in 
Seattle, WA, Kenai, AK, and Cork, Ireland. Wyatt 
graduated from the University of Montana with a double 
major in Economics and Political Science in the spring of 
2018. During college, he led Model United Nation teams 
to New York City for the National Model United Nations 
Conference, was a member of the cycling team, a Senator 
for the Associated Students of Montana, and volunteer 
debate coach. Before joining Montana Audubon for the 
session, Wyatt worked in radio as a production director, 
producer, and podcast coordinator; He also worked in 
Alaska as a commercial fishing scale operator. Wyatt 
found his love for the outdoors working on trout 
restoration projections, hunting, fishing, biking, skiing, 
and reading John Muir. 
 
Rally For Public Lands:  12 PM, January 11th,  
Capitol Rotunda, Helena 
 
Rally with fellow Montanans in celebration of our 
outdoor way of life and to stop private interests from 
seizing and exploiting our public lands! Many of the 
special landscapes where we view wildlife, hike, hunt, fish 
and spend some of our most meaningful time in are 
public lands. These places are the foundation of 
Montana's $7 billion outdoor economy, provide critical 
habitat for fish and wildlife and offer irreplaceable 
opportunities for solitude and recreation.  
 
Montana Audubon is part of a statewide coalition to keep 
public lands in public hands!  We're coordinating rides to 
the rally from communities around the state. If you can 
attend, let us know. You can also add your voice to this 
effort to defend the future of our public lands by filling 
out the Public Lands Pledge. Learn more by visiting the 
Montana Audubon Public Lands Rally webpage: 
https://mtaudubon.org/2018/12/public-lands-rally-2019/.  

 

https://mtaudubon.org/2018/12/public-lands-rally-2019/
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Thanks & Welcome to Our New Members:  
 
Bob Andress Eileen Chontos Joely Desimone 

Ron Erickson Sue Furey Wendy George 

Tess A. Hall Emily Hamant John Holbrook 

Charles Janson Stacy Jehle Nate Johnson 

Alexandra Koelle Karen Cairn Kreisel Carla Majernik 

Jim Nugent Lynn Roberts Joe & Susan Rothermel 

Virginia F. Stelling Ellen Strommen Karen Stutzman 

Mary Thomas Catherine Wiechmann 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Five Valleys Audubon Society Membership Application 
 

Please support Five Valleys Audubon Society (FVAS). There are several ways to donate. Any method ensures that you will receive our Birding Observer 
newsletter and may participate in all chapter activities. Please help us reduce our $3,700 annual newsletter cost by signing up for email delivery.  
FVAS is a 501 (c) (3) nonprofit.  
 

Make checks out to Five Valleys Audubon Society and mail to: PO Box 8425, Missoula, MT 59807 
Or donate on our website: fvaudubon.org/join 

 

 

$_______$15 FVAS membership only, includes newsletter sent via email. 
 
 
$_______$25 FVAS membership only, includes newsletter sent via USPS.        
 
 
$_______ General Fund, use as needed for conservation, field trips,  
                   education and outreach. 
 
$_______ Phillip L. Wright Fund, small grants for student research. 
 
 

$_______ Legacy Fund, creating and supporting local urban bird  
                   habitats for citizen enjoyment without leaving the city.  
 
$________Total contribution 
 
 
_________ Volunteer - Please contact me. I would like to know  
                     more about how I may help birds and FVAS. 
 

Name: ______________________________________________________________  Phone: ____________________________________________ 

 

Address: ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

City: _____________________________________________  State: _______________ Zip: _____________________________________________ 

 

Email: (Required to receive the newsletter and birding alerts via email.) ___________________________________________________________ 

Please note: FVAS does not share email addresses with anyone except Montana Audubon.  Your email address is safe with us! 
 

Please be aware that membership in Five Valleys Audubon Society (FVAS) alone does not confer membership in the National Audubon Society 
(NAS).  FVAS and NAS are separate 501(c)3 nonprofit organizations. To become a new member of NAS and receive Audubon magazine (or to 
renew a current or lapsed membership) visit the website: fvaudubon.org/nas. Using this website will ensure that FVAS receives a $20 one-time 
credit for your NAS membership.  All NAS members become members of FVAS.  A third organization, Montana Audubon (MA), is also an 
independent organization and receives no financial support from NAS. MA handles statewide issues and is responsible for its own fundraising.  
To assist in this important statewide work you may contact MA through their website: http://mtaudubon.org/. Please give generously to each 
organization.  Although independent, we work together to protect what we all love. 

 

 

The Five Valleys Audubon Society would like to thank those of you who renewed your membership this 
past month. We generally encourage our members to receive your newsletter via email (to conserve 
resources and our expenses), which is the default mailing option if provided by new members. If you want to 
change how your newsletter is delivered or have any changes to your mailing preferences, please contact the 
Membership Chair, Poody McLaughlin, at pmcregan@bresnan.net.  

http://fvaudubon.org/join
https://action.audubon.org/donate/chapter-membership?chapter=N53
http://mtaudubon.org/
mailto:pmcregan@bresnan.net
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