
CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT



CBC HISTORY

• BEGAN CHRISTMAS DAY 1900

• FROM SHOOTING TO IDENTIFYING, COUNTING, RECORDING

• FRANK CHAPMAN AND 27 CONSERVATIONISTS

• 25 Count Locations



CBC 124 (14 Dec 2023-5 Jan 2024)

Summary from the United States

Participants 63,657  (MT had 85, 
Missoula had over 100)

Cumulative Species        667  (MT had 142 species)

Count Circles 2,019 (MT had 31)

High Count in the US
Matagorda County, Mad Island Marsh, TX   225 Species

Montana has never broken 100 species



CBC IN MONTANA

Count Circles                  36 (not all run every year)

Cumulative Species Total MT 220  (from 50+ years)   

High Count—usually Bigfork Highest = 98 during #118

Missoula    Highest = 90 during #121

Average Cumulative Species Total  141 (past 9 years)



UNUSUAL BIRDS FOR MISSOULA CHRISTMAS COUNT (CW=Count Week)

Eared Grebe  1

Red-breasted Merganser 6 
birds on 1 count

Canvasback 2 counts, 1 bird 
each

Blue-winged Teal 1

Greater Yellowlegs 1 

Ring-billed Gull 1

Gray Catbird 1+ 1CW

Bewick’s Wren 1 + 1CW

Canyon Wren 2 counts, 1 bird 
each

Hermit Thrush 1 +2CW

Wilson’s Warbler 1

Fieldfare 1

American Pipit 1

Rose-breasted Grosbeak 1-
CW

Western Bluebird 1

Boreal Owl 1

Ferruginous Hawk 4 birds on 1 
count 

Swainson’s Thrush1

Green-tailed Towhee 2 birds on 
1 count

Surf Scoter 1

Long-tailed Duck 1-CW

Barn Owl  2 birds on 1 count

Red-naped Sapsucker 1-CW

Lark Sparrow 1-CW

Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch  5 
birds on 1 count 



Canada Goose (moffitti)



Canada Goose (interior)



Cackling Goose (hutchinsii)



Cackling Goose (minima)



GADWALL



GADWALL



Gadwall

American Wigeon



American Wigeon



Barrow’s Goldeneye

Common Goldeneye
COMMON GOLDENEYE

BARROW’S GOLDENEYE



Common Goldeneye



Barrow’s Goldeneye



BARROW’S GOLDENEYE



Common 
Goldeneye

Barrow’s 
Goldeneye





Immature Bald Eagle



Bald Eagle immature

Immature Bald Eagles



Golden Eagle



Golden Eagle immature
Immature Golden Eagle



Golden Eagles



Red-tailed Hawks



Red-tailed Hawk immature



Dark Morph

Red-tailed Hawk



Harlan’s Hawk



Rough-legged Hawks



Rough-legged Hawk

Red-tailed Hawk

Left-Red-tailed, Right-Rough-legged Hawk





Rough-legged Hawk



Sharp-shinned Hawk



Adult Sharp-shinned Hawk Immature Sharp-shinned Hawk



SHARP-SHINNED HAWK

COOPER’S HAWK



SHARP-SHINNED HAWK

COOPER’S HAWK



Cooper’s Hawk



American Kestrel



Merlin



Merlin



American Kestrel

Merlin



Hairy Downy



Downy

Hairy



American Crow



Common Raven



Common Raven



American Crow



Common Raven
Common Raven



Slate-colored JuncoDark-eyed Junco-- Slate-
colored type



Oregon 
Junco

Dark-eyed Junco-
Oregon type



Pink-sided 
Junco

Pink-sided 
Junco Type

—not likely in 
Missoula



These are NOT Pink-sided
even though they appear to have dark lores

Not enough Pink on sides, 
Note brown on top of head



BOHEMIAN WAXWING



CEDAR WAXWING



RED-SHAFTED FLICKER



Northern Flicker—Yellow-shafted Type
Most seen here are an intergrade, not 

Yellow-shafted

Do:  Check the hind 
neck and 
mallar stripe color



HOUSE FINCH

CASSIN’S FINCH



PURPLE FINCH



PURPLE FINCH
NOT likely here

Purple—has Curved 
Culmen—upper edge of 

bill
(straight on Cassin’s)

Purple has no eyering



Cassin’s—HAS fine 
streaks on undertail
coverts



Purple-- NO streaks 
on undertail coverts

See our website for a finch ID download http://fvaudubon.org/



MOURNING DOVE



EURASIAN-COLLARED DOVE



TOWNSEND’S SOLITAIRE



AMERICAN GOLDFINCH

American—Always has 
WHITE undertail coverts



Lesser Goldfinch

Lesser—Always has 
YELLOW undertail coverts



AMERICAN TREE SPARROW



Winter Chipping Sparrow—note black line 
through lores in all CHSP plumages, NO rusty cap 
(or only a hint of rust)
Photo by Lou Ann Harris



Immature White-crowned Sparrow—
note rusty cap but no line in lores (Photo 
Tripp Davenport), bill not 2-toned as in Am Tree Sp

Adult White-crowned Sparrow (Photo 
Jeff Larsen)



Pine Siskin



Don’t forget about this confusing species—

Female House Sparrow



.

In Montana, Rose-breasted Grosbeak is 
equally as likely as Black-headed
Grosbeak during CBC

Note—amount of streaking

Rose-breasted: 
• darker, broader, more 

distinct streaking on 
underparts, including 
center of breast (which is 
typically narrowly streaked 
or unstreaked in Black-
headed)

Black Headed



Common summer birds that are unlikely on a CBC—

• Osprey 

• Turkey Vulture 

• Breeding plumage Blue-winged Teal 

• Swallows 

• Flycatchers 

• Warblers

• most of our breeding Sparrows

• most Shorebirds

• most Thrushes



• Make sure to look carefully and mentally rule out why it is not 

the more expected species.

• Look over the entire bird, do not just glance at the field marks 

you usually look at

• Look from the head to tail, top side and underneath, 

wings, bill, and legs. Note what you can not see as well. 

• Document the bird mentally before you try to get a 

photograph                                                                          

• Make a sketch if you can’t photograph the bird





This is a Bald Eagle and not an Osprey, 
--Even though we can see an eye stripe and a white belly

--Note the flecking on the breast & belly 
--Note the large bill





This bird was incorrectly id’d as a Ferruginous Hawk on a CBC.  
• Note there is no light wing panel on the upper wing.
• Note that Dark-morph Ferruginous Hawks are pretty uncommon
• Note un-feathered tarsus and small feet, so probably not a 

Rough-legged Hawk

• Think—Red-tailed Hawk until proven otherwise



Bird was originally identified as a FEHA
• --Note the wings are not long and tapered (as in FEHA)

• --Eventually identified (by 3 people independently) as an adult Harlan’s Red-
tailed Hawk “as evidenced by the 

• white necklace, 

• extensive dark trailing edge to the wing, 

• the black tips to the rectrices, and the 

• unfeathered tarsi” (in the first photo).


