
February 2025 
 

          Birding Observer 
   Newsletter of the Five Valleys Audubon Society 

 
 
 

 

 Using Genetics to Save African Hornbills 
______ 

 
Please join us at our monthly chapter meeting on Monday, February 10, 2025, at 
7:00 PM when we welcome our speaker Natalie Molea who will present her talk: 
African Hornbill Conservation. 
 

Natalie will tell us about her research 
focusing on using genetics for African 
hornbill conservation, as well as the threats 
these magnificent birds are facing. Extensive 
genetic work is needed to determine how 
many species of hornbills there are, and to 
assist in learning more about these birds’ 
movement and demography. Natalie will 
also talk about her work on forensic 
applications, as certain hornbill species are 
trafficked for their skulls and skins. This 
work includes providing the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service and African organizations 

with genetic tools for species identification, as well as determining the location 
of origin of a particular bird, much like an ancestry DNA test. 
 
Natalie is from a suburb outside of Boston, MA and received her bachelor’s 
degree in biology with a concentration in ecology and conservation at Boston 
University in 2020. While getting her master’s in wildlife forensics through an 
online program at the University of Florida, she worked as a shorebird monitor 
for the Massachusetts Audubon Society on local beaches and also interned at 
the Mabula Ground Hornbill Project in South Africa for two 3-month stints in 
2022 and 2023, which is where she got inspiration for her PhD project. She 
moved to Missoula in 2023 to begin her PhD at the UM under Dr. Gordon Luikart. 
She has recently returned from another trip to South Africa.  
 
The meeting will be held in Room 110 in the Interdisciplinary Sciences Building 
(ISB) on the University of Montana campus. The building lies on the south end of 
campus on Beckwith Avenue between Maurice and Mansfield avenues. Though 
not required by the university, FVAS honors the decision of those who wish to 
wear a mask. You also have the option of watching the meeting over the zoom 
link listed below. 
 

https://umontana.zoom.us/j/96475791767 

 
 

Monday, February 3rd, 6:00-7:45 
PM: The board meeting will be 
held in the Blackfoot Room of the 
Missoula Public Library. 
 
Saturday, February 8th, 9 AM: 
Town Bound Birding will take 
participants to Tower Street Open 
Space to observe winter wildlife. 
Please dress warmly and be 
prepared for icy trails.  
 
Monday, February 10th, 7 PM: 
Natalie Molea will present on 
African Hornbill Conservation at 
our February program meeting. 
See details to the right.  
 
Saturday, February 15th, 8 AM: 
Join us for an all-day field trip to 
the Mission Valley. Meet at 8am 
on the west side of the Adams 
Center parking lot at UM or at the 
Cenex gas station in Ronan at 
9am. This is a driving trip with 
frequent stops to look for birds.  
 
Saturday, February 15th, 10 AM:  
Beginning Bird Walk at the Lee 
Metcalf NWR. Meet the field trip 

leader at the Visitor’s Center and 
expect two miles of level hiking. 
 

 
 

CALENDAR 

Southern Ground Hornbill 
Photo by Bernard Dupont 

https://umontana.zoom.us/j/96475791767
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Peeps from Your Treasurer 
By Jean Duncan 
 
Chickadees were flitting in couples happily 
‘chickadeedee’ing on this crisp, sunny day by the river. 
Such a mighty lift for the spirits! But I digress… 
 
Five Valleys Audubon Society’s endeavors were blessed 
by a rising stock market last year along with fundraising 
activities. Our coffers are ready for more research 
awards for students and hefty donations to local habitat 
conservation efforts. 
 
Our operating income for the year was $21,020. 
Expenses were $9,785, netting $11,234. The board 
decided to commit the net operating revenues at the end 
of each fiscal year to the Conservation Fund which is now 
$54,774. We continue participating in 
county and city discussions dealing with 
the future of important bird 
habitats in our valley, 
including the Fort 
Missoula Ponds. We 
anticipate making a 
significant monetary 
donation to this project 
to back up our active 
participation in the 
planning process. 
 
At the end of 2024, FVAS had assets of $285,403 of which 
$123,270 is in the endowment that supports the Philip L. 
Wright Memorial Research Awards. This endowment 
provides scholarships for UM students’ bird and habitat-
related research projects. 
 

News from  
Montana Audubon  
 
Winter Climate Watch Surveys Are Happening Now!  
 
It’s that time again! 
Audubon’s Winter 
Climate Watch 
program is back from 
January 15th to 
February 15th, 2025. 
Each survey includes 
12 short point counts, 
recording observations 
with three target species: Pygmy Nuthatch, Red-
breasted Nuthatch, and White-breasted Nuthatch. 
 
To learn more about the program and sign up, visit the 
Montana Audubon website: 
https://mtaudubon.org/winter-climate-watch-jan-15-
2025/  
 
Sign up for  
Action Alerts 
 
The Montana legislative 
session is in full swing! 
Sign up for Montana 
Audubon’s Action Alert 
emails to stay informed 
and engaged.  
 
Throughout the session, 
you'll receive regular emails that share: 

• Updates on priority bills 

• Resources for testifying and reaching 
lawmakers 

• Information to help you make an impact 
 
To sign up, visit the Montana Audubon website: 
https://mtaudubon.org/conservation-policy/action-
alert/ 
 
Save the Date:  
2025 Wings Across the Big Sky Birding Festival 
 
Join us in Missoula, May 30–June 1, 2025, for Montana 
Audubon’s Wings Across the Big Sky Festival, hosted with 
Five Valleys Audubon Society. Enjoy local field trips, 
inspiring speakers, and engaging presentations. 
Registration opens in March 2025! 
 

https://mtaudubon.org/winter-climate-watch-jan-15-2025/
https://mtaudubon.org/winter-climate-watch-jan-15-2025/
https://mtaudubon.org/conservation-policy/action-alert/
https://mtaudubon.org/conservation-policy/action-alert/
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2024 Missoula Christmas Bird Count Summary  
By Larry Weeks 
 
There was no snow in the Missoula Valley for the 2024 Christmas Bird Count. The wind was calm, 
and the temperature was in the 30s. There were 94 people in the field and 13 feeder watchers. 
We ended up with 81 species, two Count Week birds* (Blue Jays and Snow Buntings) and a total 
of 6,279 birds. Will McDowell’s group, who birded McCauley Butte and Sleven’s Island, had the 
most success. The McCauley group had the only Pied-billed Grebe, Western Grebe, American 
Wigeon, Lesser Scaup, Lesser Goldfinch, and Merlin. The Sleven’s Island group, led by Julian 
Leblow, had the only Gray Catbird, Wilson’s Warbler and Ruby-crowned Kinglet. Boo Curry who 
led the Council Grove group, had the only Northern Shoveler and Long-eared Owl. Jim Brown’s 
group who birded Grass Valley had the only Bufflehead and Marsh Wren.  Rose Leach had the 
only Gadwall along Mullan Road. Dave Jones who birded the UM and Greenough Park, had the only Northern Goshawk. 
Steve Flood who birded LaValle Creek had the only Harlan’s Red-tailed Hawk, Prairie Falcon, and Gray Partridge. Kristi 
DuBois had the only Mourning Dove along Mullan Road. Eric Rasmussen had the only Lewis’s Woodpecker. Bob Petty had 
the only Bohemian Waxwing and Red Crossbill. Joy Earls had the only Snow Goose along Snowdrift Lane and the author 
had the only Pacific Wren along Grant Creek. The feeder watchers also contributed to the bird count. Sue Graff had the 
only Cassin’s Finch and 3 different feeder watchers had Pine Siskins. Other groups included Paul Hendricks (Marshall 
Canyon to Woods Gulch), Vick Applegate (State Nursery & Tower St.), Stan Senner (Farviews), Thomas Kallmeyer (Grant 
Creek, Gordon-Kiel Loop, North Hills), Sara Harrod (Maclay Flat), Zack Schlanger (upper Mt. Sentinel), Sneed Collard (upper 
Clark Fork River), and Travis Brakefield (Crazy Canyon). Jim Brown also had a Krider’s Red-tailed Hawk which is more 
unusual than a Harlan’s. The Count ended with a potluck at the author’s home. Thanks to everyone who participated.  
 

* Note: Count Week birds are birds seen during the 3 days before Count Day and 3 days after.  They are not part of the Count Day totals. 
 

Missoula Christmas Bird Count 2024 
Pied-billed grebe 1 Prairie Falcon 1 Red-breasted Nuthatch 109 

Western Grebe 2 Gray Partridge 10 White-breasted Nuthatch 30 

Great Blue Heron 42 Ring-necked Pheasant 9 Pygmy Nuthatch 33 

Canada Goose 710 Wild Turkey 39 Brown Creeper 16 

Snow Goose 1 Virginia Rail 2 Pacific Wren 1 

Green-winged Teal 58 Killdeer 20 Marsh Wren 3 

Mallard 628 Wilson's Snipe 10 Golden-crowned Kinglet 2 

Northern Pintail 12 Rock Pigeon 432 Ruby-crowned Kinglet 1 

Northern Shoveler 2 Eurasian Collared-Dove 219 Townsend's Solitaire 47 

Gadwall 1 Mourning Dove 1 American Robin 47 

American Wigeon 1 Great Horned Owl 11 Bohemian Waxwing 7 

Ring-necked Duck 19 Northern Pygmy Owl 3 Cedar waxwing 93 

Lesser Scaup 1 Long-eared Owl 1 Gray Catbird 1 

Common Goldeneye 127 Northern Saw-whet Owl 2 Northern Shrike 12 

Barrow's Goldeneye 15 Belted Kingfisher 17 European Starling 68 

Bufflehead 5 Lewis’s Woodpecker 1 Wilson's Warbler 1 

Hooded Merganser 2 Downy Woodpecker 41 Song Sparrow 76 

Common Merganser 47 Hairy Woodpecker 30 Dark-eyed Junco 195 

Bald Eagle 50 Northern Flicker 198 Snow Bunting CW 

Golden Eagle 2 Pileated Woodpecker 27 Red-winged Blackbird 158 

Northern Harrier 10 Steller's Jay 15 Cassin's Finch 6 

Sharp-shinned Hawk 5 Blue Jay CW House Finch 237 

Cooper's Hawk 5 Clark's Nutcracker 15 Red Crossbill 57 

Northern Goshawk 1 Black-billed Magpie 411 Pine Siskin 14 

Red-tailed Hawk 91 American Crow 177 American Goldfinch 74 

Rough-legged Hawk 7 Common Raven 222 Lesser Goldfinch 7 

American Kestrel 11 Black-capped Chickadee 372 House Sparrow 777 

Merlin 3 Mountain Chickadee 33  
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How Birds Cope with Winter Weather 
By Andrew Del-Colle 
Reprinted from Audubon.org, January 2024 

 
Migration isn’t for everyone. For birds that skip the trip 
south each fall, staying warm is key to surviving freezing 
temperatures and snowy weather. Fortunately, birds 
have developed numerous adaptations and strategies to 
persevere amid harsh conditions. Here’s a look at some 
of the wintertime tactics you might observe out your 
window or birding in the field.  
 

Donning Layers: Birds’ ability to repel water 
keeps them dry and warm. Underneath, a 
base layer of fine, downy feathers traps body 

heat while keeping frigid air out. Birds in colder climates 
may also put on a heavier coat of plumage. 

Fluffing Up: A puffed-up Northern Cardinal is 
a familiar sight when the mercury plummets, 
but how exactly does that help keep them 

warm? When birds fluff up, they create hundreds of air 
pockets between their feathers that trap heat, 
maximizing their natural insulation. 
 

Hunkering Down: When a winter wind starts 
whipping, the best thing to do is seek shelter 
from its sharp bite. For small birds like titmice 

and juncos, the denser the tree or shrub, the better. 
Tree crooks, cavities, and manmade structures are also 
popular places of refuge for birds of all sizes.  
 

Caching In: In fall, it’s typical to see 
chickadees, nuthatches, woodpeckers, and 
other species return to feeders repeatedly. 

With each trip, the birds are carrying away seeds or 
peanuts to hide, or cache, for later when resources are 
scarce. A single chickadee can store up to 80,000 
seeds—and remember where they all are. 

 

Huddling Together: What’s better than one 
bird body to stay warm? As many as space 
allows. If you spot a cluster of fluffy birds 

during winter, they are combining forces to share heat 
and stay as toasty as possible. Bunches of bluebirds and 
sparrows, specifically, are a typical winter sight. 
 

Adding Ounces: During winter, many species 
increase their insulation and build up energy 
stores by eating more. In fact, for smaller birds 

like chickadees and finches, fat can account for more 
than 10 percent of their winter body weight. This 
reserved energy comes in handy when food is scant. 
Keeping feeders full helps birds avoid tapping these 
reserves or replace them if needed.  
 

Tucking Away: Most birds don't have feathers 
on their feet. Made mainly of bones and 
tendons with the little muscle, bird feet are 

built to withstand the cold. If needed, some species, 
especially larger birds that live on or around water, tuck 
one leg into their feathers for warmth while balancing 
on the other. Smaller birds often crouch for coverage. 

Northern Cardinal, fluffing up 
Photo by Michele Black 

Eastern Bluebirds huddling together  
Photo by Glen Miller 

Save the Dates  
Advanced Birding Workshops 

 
Five Valleys Audubon Society Field Activities 

Coordinator, Larry Weeks is planning to host an 

Advanced Birding Workshop series this spring. The 

sessions will be held on Thursday evenings at the 

Fish, Wildlife & Parks meeting room at 3201 Spurgin 

Road. The classrooms sessions will be held on March 

6th, 13th, 20th, and 27th, and on April 3rd, 10th, and 

17th.  More details will be provided in next month’s 

edition of the Birding Observer.  



  

Welcome New Members   

 
Evy O’Leary Bennett Roger Bergmeier Barbara Burns 

Randall Chapmon Winn Ketchum Ted Mead 

Abby Mortensen Tyler Nielsen Deborah Norheim 

Richard Ringleb Jennifer Robohm Sophie Scothern 

Margaret Ambrose Barton Torian Donohoe Charlotte Main 

Ann O’Connor Carol Thomas 

Join Five Valleys Audubon Society 
 

Please support Five Valleys Audubon Society (FVAS). There are several ways to donate. All options include the Birding Observer newsletter and 
allow you to 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:  https://fvaudubon.org/make-a-donation/ 

 
 
$_______$15 FVAS membership, includes newsletter sent via email.  $_______ Phillip L. Wright Fund, small grants for student research. 

 

$_______$25 FVAS membership, includes newsletter sent via USPS.  $________Total contribution 
 

$_______Free for students, includes FVAS newsletter via email. 

         _________ I would like to Volunteer. Please contact me. 

$_______ Donate to our General Fund to support our habitat protection (Please provide an email address below.)  
 work within Missoula County, nonprofit organizations that care 
 for birds, and education on birds and birding.    _______________________________________________________ 
       

 
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: https://act.audubon.org/a/join. 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 (MTA), is also an 
independent organization and receives no financial support from NAS. MTA manages statewide issues and is responsible for its own fundraising. To 
assist in this important statewide work, you may contact MTA through their website: https://mtaudubon.org/. Please give generously to each 
organization. Although independent, we work together to protect what we all love. 

Be an environmental and fiscal champion. 
If you are able, please sign up for emailed newsletters rather than hard copies. 

 
If you subscribe to Audubon through National Audubon, we may not have your email address. To receive our newsletter and 
other birding news by email, saving trees and reducing FVAS newsletter expenses, please send your email address to Treasurer, 
Jean Duncan at treasurer@FVAudubon.org  or Membership Promotion Chair, Thomas Kallmeyer at thomas@tarns.net.     
 

https://fvaudubon.org/make-a-donation/
https://act.audubon.org/a/join
https://mtaudubon.org/
mailto:treasurer@FVAudubon.org
mailto:thomas@tarns.net
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