
  Smurfit-Stone Focus Area

Description: The focus area is approximately 3,600 acres owned primarily by Smurfit-
Stone Container Corporation, which operates a large pulp and paper mill. The property 
includes 5 miles of cottonwood bottom land along the Clark Fork River. Along a 2-mile 
stretch 350 acres are fenced to prevent livestock grazing. Approximately 800 acres are 
used to treat and store wastewater in shallow ponds that attract large numbers of 
waterfowl. The muddy shorelines and sludge ponds are a major stopover for migrating 
shorebirds. Mill security prevents hunters and general access to the area so it acts as a 
refuge for waterfowl. 

Other habitat includes agricultural fields and pastures, two small streams, a large slough, 
and a warm water ditch that has been used to form a new 30 acre pond and wetland in an 
old river channel. The wetland supports a cattail marsh, lush aquatic vegetation and a 
population of fish sought by herons, osprey, and kingfishers. The warm water wetland 
remains at least partially ice-free during the winter. Willows, serviceberry, chokecherry, 
hawthorn and wild rose line the steams, slough and depressions in the cottonwood 
bottoms. Willows and basin wild rye are being planted to enhance the habitat. 

Bird Surveys: Bird surveys were conducted year around by Larry Weeks (focus area 
leader) since 2002. Shorebird surveys were conducted by Terry Toppins (compiler) , 
Caleb Putnam, and Brett Walker from 2000 through 2004. Breeding season surveys were 
conducted from mid May to mid July by Larry Weeks, Janet Hardin, Paul Loehnen, and 
Carolyn Goren. Observations by Denver Holt prior to 2000 are included in the species 
list.

Priority Species (minimum number of breeding pairs by year 2003/2004):
Great Blue Heron 10/13
Hooded Merganser 3/2
Osprey 4/4
Bald Eagle 2/2
Red-tailed Hawk 1/1
Calliope Hummingbird 10/7
Lewis’s Woodpecker 4/2
Pileated Woodpecker 1/1
Willow Flycatcher 5/4
Warbling Vireo 1/1
Red-eyed Vireo 1/0
Lazuli Bunting 0/1

Transient Shorebirds: A shorebird survey was conducted approximately weekly during 
the spring (April-May) and fall (mid July-October) from July 2000 to October 2004, 
which resulted in data for five fall and four spring seasons. The number of surveys per 
season ranged from 7 to 14 for fall and 4 to 7 for spring. The range in maximum number 
of individuals counted on a survey is shown in table 2.



Table 2. Range in the maximum number of birds observed on a survey during 2000-2004 
spring and fall seasons by species.
Species Spring Fall Species Spring Fall
Black-bellied Plover 0-1 0-2 Sanderling 0 0-2
American Golden Plover 0 0-2 Semipalmated Sandpiper 0-3 9-42
Semipalmated Plover 0 1-9 Western Sandpiper 0 3-10
Killdeer 18-32 66-131 Least Sandpiper 0-20 0-37
Black-necked Stilt 2-11 0 Baird’s Sandpiper 0-3 22-270
American Avocet 26-48 2-41 Pectoral Sandpiper 0-1 11-100
Greater Yellowlegs 0-9 1-8 Dunlin 0 0-3
Lesser Yellowlegs 0-9 0-37 Stilt Sandpiper 0 0-2
Solitary Sandpiper 0 1-2 Long-billed Dowitcher 0-26 5-40
Spotted Sandpiper 19-56 39-62 Wilson’s Snipe 0-3 0-5
Long-billed Curlew 0 0-17 Wilson’s Phalarope 3-165 2-18
Marbled Godwit 1-83 0-1 Red-necked Phalarope 0-29 0-82
Ruddy Turnstone 0 0-1 Total Individuals 81-306 117-497

Shorebird breeding: Numerous young of Spotted Sandpiper and Killdeer are commonly 
observed. American Avocet produced young the past 3 years. A Black-necked Stilt nest 
was observed the past two years with young produced one year. Wilson’s Phalaropes are 
observed displaying territorial behavior in the restored wetland.

Waterfowl: Canada Geese and many duck species including Gadwall, Mallard, Northern 
Shoveler, Northern Pintail, Green-winged Teal, Lesser Scaup, and Common Goldeneye 
utilize the area essentially year around. Highest densities are found during spring 
migration, but a sizable number also overwinter on the mill ponds. Occasionally for short 
periods during spring migration several thousands ducks, largely pintails and wigeon 
have been observed on the area. During the summer Canada Geese young and ducklings 
of Wood Duck, Mallard, Green-winged Teal, Hooded Merganser and other unidentified  
species are commonly observed. A waterfowl survey conducted approximately every 1 to 
2 weeks during winter, spring and late fall, 2003 shows abundance of waterfowl by 
species and season (table 3). Winter counts were taken 11 times between December 26, 
2002 and March 1, spring counts were 5 times between March 6 and April 22, and late 
fall counts 4 times between November 21 and December 18.

Other Significant Observations:
Northern Harrier—found on the area year around.
Sharp-shinned Hawk—sighted occasionally year around.
Swainson’s Hawk—seen regularly in the summer.
Peregrine Falcon--Adults and juveniles often hunt on Smurfit-Stone from aerie in cliffs 
across Clark Fork from focus area.
Franklin’s Gull, Caspian Tern and Forster’s Tern—occasional visitors.
Black Tern—common summer visitor to the restored wetlands.
Vaux’s Swift—common during summer in the area.
American Dipper—found during winter along the Clark Fork.
Gray Catbird—regularly found in the shrub habitat.
Lark Sparrow—occasional visitor.



Yellow-headed Blackbird—nests in the restored wetland.

  
 

Table 3. Average and maximum waterfowl counted on surveys at Smurfit-Stone 
during winter (Jan.-Feb.), spring (March-April) and late fall (mid Nov.-Dec.), 2003.
Species Winter Spring Fall

Ave Max Ave Max Ave Max
Pied-billed Grebe 1.5 3 .8 2 1.8 3
Snow Goose 0 0 1.4 5 0 0
Ross's Goose 0 0 .2 1 0 0
Canada Goose 358 736 111 158 490 604
Trumpeter Swan 0 0 .4 1 0 0
Tundra Swan 0.7 1 17 45 1.8 3
Wood Duck 0 0 2.6 7 0 0
Gadwall 70 119 83 136 12 35
American Wigeon 1.5 15 88 139 19 22
Mallard 348 628 190 328 280 433
Blue-winged Teal 0 0 2 1 0 0
Cinnamon Teal 0 0 7.2 26 0 0
Northern Shoveler 2.5 8 77 188 9.3 15
Northern Pintail 62 111 198 500 90 110
Green-winged Teal 51 93 103 148 32 47
Canvasback 0 0 3.2 8 .3 1
Redhead .6 4 14 21 2.5 4
Ring-necked Duck .5 2 31 57 11 13
Greater Scaup 0 0 1.2 3 0 0
Lesser Scaup 8.2 11 17 25 10 24
Bufflehead 4.5 7 4.6 8 8.3 10
Common Goldeneye 133 244 106 169 87 135
Barrow's Goldeneye 1.4 4 1.0 4 .3 1
Hooded Merganser 4.7 11 1.2 5 10 12
Common Merganser 9.8 18 2.8 6 10 19
Ruddy Duck .1 1 .4 2 3.5 5

All Waterfowl 1059 1575 1061 1453 1080 1341
All Ducks 698 976 930 1255 587 733


