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CALENDAR

Tuesday, September 2", 6 PM: The
board meeting will be held in the
Blackfoot Room of the Missoula
Public Library.

Monday, September 8", 7 PM:
Journalist and FVAS Board Member,
Susie Wall, will present Close to the
Nest: Birding Hotspots in Montana
and the Northwest at our
September program meeting. See
details to the right.

Saturday, September 20", 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.

Wednesday, September 24",
7:15am-11:15am: Visit the UM Bird
Ecology Lab's banding station on
the flood plain of the Bitterroot
River at MPG Ranch. Meet in the
SW corner of the Walmart parking
lot on Route 93 for a 7:15am
departure or at the gate to MPG at
the Northern end of Lower
Woodchuck Road at 8:15am.
Please note, visitors to MPG Ranch
are required to sign a waiver in
advance, please email
thomas@fvaudubon.org if you

plan on attending.

Five Valleys Audubon Society Presents:
Close to the Nest: Birding Hotspots in Montana and the Northwest

Please join us for our first monthly chapter meeting of the Fall semester on
Monday, September 8, 2025, at 7:00 PM. Our speaker will be Susie Wall, Five
Valleys Audubon’s own program coordinator, who will present her talk: Close to
the Nest: Birding Hotspots in Montana and the Northwest.

Over the years, Five Valleys Audubon Society (FVAS) has welcomed gifted birders
and speakers who have taken us on journeys to faraway lands such as Antarctica,
Ireland, and Iceland. During her talk, Susie will take us along on her own birding
adventures a little closer to home in Montana,
Idaho, and other northwestern locales. She will talk
about what makes birding exciting for her despite
her identification skills remaining squarely in the
“amateur” status (she recently shouted to the group
on a FVAS field trip that they should look at the
golden eagle overhead, which turned out to be a
plane). Through her talk, Susie hopes to help
everyone discover at least one new birding
destination not far from the nest.

Susie Wall is a freelance journalistin Missoula. She is on the Board of Five Valleys
Audubon Society and has served as the Program Coordinator since 2016. Her
writing and photography have appeared in numerous publications such as
Montana Quarterly, Montana Outdoors, Big Sky Journal, and Distinctly Montana,
and she is a regular contributor to Northwest Travel & Life and Missoula Valley
Lifestyle. She is the author of the book 100 Things to Do in Montana Before You
Die, and is currently working on her second book, Secret Montana: A Guide to
the Weird, Wonderful and Obscure. Though travel is her favorite focus, her
boundless curiosity has led her to write about subjects ranging from small-scale
farming to bird mortality mitigation on the Berkeley Pit to scat identification.

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. You also
have the option of watching the meeting over the Zoom link listed below.

https://umontana.zoom.us/j/98890616604
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Peeps from Your Board: One Weird Woodpecker
By William McDowell

On late summer days, | often hear soft screeches from
the tall trees behind my house near Kelly Island. Looking
up in the tops of the cottonwoods, usually on a dead limb
or stub, | see two or three big dark birds flopping around.
Sometimes they launch out and soar around in the air,
then come back and land again in the dead treetop.
Sometimes they perch on the trunk of the tree like a
chunky woodpecker.
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It turns out they are a
woodpecker, though an unusual
one in several ways. They are
Lewis’s woodpeckers, named
after Meriwether Lewis. Lewis
first saw it along the Missouri
River near today’s Helena, MT.
The bird’s Latin name
Melanerpes lewis, indicates
Lewis’s role and this bird’s
relationship to Red-headed and
Acorn woodpeckers.

Lewis’s woodpeckers are a migratory species of the dry
inland West. They nest from Montana, Idaho, eastern
Washington and extreme south-central British Columbia
south into inland California, Oregon, Utah, Colorado and
New Mexico. In winter they leave the northern areas of
their breeding range, and winter in the foothills of the
central valleys of California, and across the Southwest in
oak, pinyon-juniper, and cottonwood habitats, as far as
the US-Mexico border.

In western Montana, and parts of southern Montana,
Lewis’s woodpeckers are present from late April to mid-
September. They raise a single brood of young in June
and July. In late summer, when | often see them, they are
in family groups. These groups may be three to ten birds.
Occasionally, larger groups of Lewis’s woodpeckers are
seen in late summer in Montana before they migrate,
and loose flocks are seen in California in the winter.

Summer habitat for Lewis’s woodpeckers is open canopy
riparian cottonwood forests, or open ponderosa forests,
sometimes including old burned areas. They love habitat
with lots of snags and partly dead trees, and a layer of
shrubs in the understory.

Unlike most woodpeckers, Lewis’s usually don’t excavate
their own nest, but use a pre-existing cavity dug by a
flicker or other woodpecker. Megan Fylling at the

University of Montana found 55 nests of Lewis’s
woodpecker near Missoula. Most of these nests were in
dying cottonwood snags, with a few being in ponderosa
pines; essentially all the nest sites were in or near the
river floodplains. This is why you can often see Lewis’s
woodpeckers while floating the rivers around the
Missoula valley.

Rather than drill into trees, Lewis’s woodpeckers feed
heavily during the summer on insects, which they
capture by swooping from a high perch and snatching the
bugs from the air, somewhat like a flycatcher. This
flycatching behavior is unique among woodpeckers in
western Montana. But they also eat a variety of other
invertebrate and vertebrate prey.

A study in Sweet Grass County, Montana, found that
Lewis’s woodpeckers snatch nestling songbirds, break
them into pieces, and feed them to their young. In fact,
small nestling birds constituted 11 percent of the food
deliveries to this nest! Lewis’s woodpeckers also forage
on lawns in my Target Range neighborhood. | even saw
one bully an American Robin and steal its earthworm!In
the winter, Lewis’s woodpeckers eat fruit and especially
acorns. Certainly, this species has one of the most
diverse diets of any of our woodpeckers.

The Birds of Montana by Jeff Marks notes that Lewis’s
woodpeckers are probably the least common
woodpecker in the state. Population declines in this
species were noted between the 1960s and 2005,
leading to the inclusion of this bird on Audubon’s
Watchlist, the US Forest Service

Species of Conservation Concern,
and the Bureau of Land
Management’s Sensitive Species
list. The valleys around Missoula
are the stronghold of Lewis's
woodpeckers in Montana--one ]
reason the Audubon Society e
designated the Bitterroot and

Clark Fork an Important Bird Area.
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Birders wanting to see Lewis’s woodpeckers should
search in May through August in places like Kelly Island
Fishing Access (especially Spurgin Road access), Council
Grove State Park, the Bitterroot River corridor
throughout Ravalli County, and the National Bison
Range. Their behavior is what really makes them stand
out, as they swoop and soar near the treetops, perch
high on dead limbs and snags, and fly slowly with deep
wingbeats much like a crow.



Fort Missoula Hospital on the Chopping Block
By Poody McLaughlin

Your action is needed by calling or writing the Missoula
City Council by Wednesday, September 17. On that day,
the council will hear the developer Wolf's appeal of the
Historic Preservation Commission’s (HPC) denial to
demolish the Hospital. On March 5, 2025, the HPC voted
unanimously to deny developer Wolf’s application to
demolish the Old Post Hospital.

Importantly, in Wolf's appeal application, he requests
that the City Council approve any development of the
property “without conditions”. He has yet to provide
information on how he proposes to develop the parcel if
granted the demolition permit. This is unacceptable to
Five Valleys Audubon and to the Historic Fort Missoula
Coalition, of which the chapter is a member. At the City
Council hearing on September 17, chapter
representatives will make these points:

1) Residential housing must not be allowed on Fort
Missoula property. The developer purchased the
Hospital and property knowing that no residential
development was allowed on these federally
designated historic grounds. Residential housing, if
allowed, would negatively impact birds and wildlife
that use the adjacent Sleven’s Island and the riparian
area on the Bitterroot River. Any development
allowed must have a low impact on birds and wildlife.

2) We support the preservation of the valuable riparian
corridor along the Bitterroot River. To this end, the
City must establish and enforce setback distances
from the river as stated in its updated Land Use Plan.
The city must carry out this action before allowing any
development. If development is allowed, developer
Wolf needs to know what the City’s requirements are
adjacent to the Bitterroot River, which is a designated
wetland and riparian area within the Land Use Plan.

Our primary concern is the protection of the riparian
habitatalongthe river. At Sleven’s Island adjacent to the
hospital property, 189 species have been recorded on
eBird. The nearby Fort Missoula Ponds have 235
recorded species. The importance of this area to birds
and other wildlife cannot be overstated.

Contact City Council at 406-552-6012 or submit
comments at
https://www.engagemissoula.com/post-hospital-
demolition-appeal

The Importance of the Roadless Area
Conservation Rule
By Thomas Kallmeyer

On June 23", Agriculture Secretary Brooke
Rollins announced that the Department of
Agriculture was rescinding the Roadless Area
Conservation Rule. Instituted in 2001, the Rule
prevented road building on 58 million acres of National
Forest, protecting these areas from development and
natural resource extraction. The Rule ensured that areas
not protected as wilderness would remain as close to
their natural state as possible after an era in which
unsustainable logging of National Forests in the 1980’s,
exceeding 12 billion board feet per year, threatened the
ecological balance of North America’s forests.

The Department of Agriculture cites two executive
orders justifying this action: Executive Order 14308,
Empowering Commonsense Wildfire Prevention and
Response; and Executive Order 14225, Immediate
Expansion of American Timber Production. These
Executive Orders neglect to take into account the fact
that the Rule contained provisions for road building for
fire suppression and thinning to mitigate wildfire risk as
well as the fact that unsustainable logging practices and
unregulated resource extraction threaten the greater
value that these lands offer in the form of undisturbed
water sheds, wildlife habitat, and recreation.

Protecting these areas is critical to many species of
boreal breeding birds, especially at a time when bird
populations across North America and the world are
experiencing drastic population declines. Over 60 million
Americans rely on these lands for clean drinking water.
Trout and Salmon depend on undisturbed streams and
rivers for their survival. Undeveloped, undisturbed areas
are critical for the outdoor recreation industry, including
hunting and fishing, which in economic terms equals that
of even the most robust logging endeavors.

As birders and conservationists, it is our responsibility to
do whatever we can to promote the protection of these
areas. Educate yourself on what is at stake and the
threats that these areas face. Engage in conversation,
provide feedback with public comments, volunteer for
events, support organizations that promote
conservation and exercise your right to vote!

Find out who vyour local, state and federal
representatives are and how to contact them here:
https://www.usa.gov/elected-officials.
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MPG Ranch UMBEL Bird Banding Field Reports
By Thomas Kallmeyer and Will McDowell

On July 3, 2025, a Five Valleys Audubon group had the
privilege of visiting the University of Montana Bird
Ecology Lab’s (UMBEL) banding station at MPG Ranch.
Located on the flood plain of the Bitterroot River, it's a
perfect place to survey riparian species in early Summer
and our visit did not disappoint! UMBEL's staff provided
a warm welcome and did a fantastic job with explaining
the process of catching, banding and data collection. Our
group had the opportunity to visit the station’s nets,
release birds after they had been processed by the
banding team and ask a wide array of questions. Species
seen in had included Gray Catbird, American Goldfinch,
Black-headed Grosbeak and Red-eyed Vireo.

On August 13, 2025, Five Valleys Audubon had another
trip to MPG Ranch near Florence, MT to visit the UMBEL
bird banding site. We were there on the second day of
the Fall migration banding season. Visitors learned a lot
about both bird banding and tagging of songbirds to
track their migrations. During two hours at the banding
station, the UMBEL team captured a Spotted Towhee,
Cedar Waxwings, and a Gray Catbird, and FVAS visitors
were allowed to hand-release all these birds. Birds were
active on the Bitterroot floodplain, including large
numbers of Cedar Waxwings, a full show from Lewis’s
Woodpeckers with up to six in view at once, and a good
but brief view of an immature Peregrine Falcon flying
over the banding station.

FVAS will have an additional opportunity to visit UMBEL's
banding station at MPG in 2025 on September 24 during
Fall migration. Visit our Events Calendar for more
information: https://fvaudubon.org/events-calendar/.

Be an environmental and fiscal champion.
If possible, please signup to receive newsletters
via email instead of printed copies.

If your Audubon subscription is through National
Audubon, we likely don't have your email. To get our
local newsletter and birding news electronically, 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@fvaudubon.org.

Another Successful Birdathon
By Rose Leach

The Chapter had a fairly successful Birdathon this year,
considering that we needed to pick up the reins from our
retiring coordinator, Larry Weeks. It only took four
different organizers plus four birding teams to almost fill
Larry’s shoes. We eventually made about 2/3 of the
amount he usually does, but we considered that a
resounding success for this transition year. There is just
no substitute for Larry, that is for sure.

Several donors sent messages of support or ‘in memory
of’ thoughts with their donations, which | wanted to
share with the membership.

e In memory of Maurice Claman

e In honor of Larry Weeks (2 supporters)

e | support Larry Weeks - he calls me every year
about the Birdathon.

e |n memory of my mother-in-law, Flora, who was
a lifelong birder and responsible for getting me
started in birding!

e In memory of Phil Wright, still
an inspiration after 50 years!

e In memory of Shirley Holden

Thanks to all of our many supporters,
we could not be as successful in
conservation and education for our
community without you!

2025 Wings Across the Big Sky Bird Festival

Our Five Valleys Audubon Chapter hosted Montana's
annual bird festival this year. We offered nearly 20 field
trips each day (Saturday and Sunday), plus a variety of
talks on migration, conservation, Osprey ecology, and
bird-inspired photography and poetry. We had nearly
100 participants each day, including several students
that the Chapter sponsored. Cumulatively, all of the field
trips tallied 181 species. The cumulative eBird trip report
for all of the checklists from each trip can be found on
eBird: https://ebird.org/tripreport/383528.

Thanks to all of our field trip leaders, sponsors, and
intrepid birders for making the festival such a success!
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Welcome New Members

Michael Degrosky
Dal Stevens
Kathleen Lowry
Dawn Bennett
Rhoda Glick

Troy Kurth

Ron Snyder
Cheryl Babcock
Sharon Fox
Fearne Perez
Suzanne Schweitzer

Leslie Ephland
Carrie Brooks
Sandra Abbott
Rosalyn Clark
Barbara Holmes-Smith
Stephen McArthur
William Whalen
Owen Curry
Victoria Lenihan
Jay Rector
Meredith Summers

Lydia Schmidt
Debbie Chilcote
Karen Bakker
Karra Gillingham
Robert Johnson
Orin Olsgaard
Polly Peterson
Patricia Fogarty
Charlene Miller
Paula Roos
Finn Cheviron

FOR YOU
SUPPORT

Nari Lee Susan Reel

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/

S $15 FVAS membership, includes newsletter sent via email. S Phillip L. Wright Fund, small grants for student research.
S $25 FVAS membership, includes newsletter sent via USPS. S Total contribution
S Free for students, includes FVAS newsletter via email.
| would like to Volunteer. Please contact me.
S 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.
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Larry Berrin, Executive Director
Iberrin@mtaudubon.org

Heather Bilden, Master Naturalist
Coordinator
hbilden@mtaudubon.org

Christian Meny, Director of Conservation
cmeny@mtaudubon.org

Emily Chilcoat, Audubon Center Director
echilcoat@mtaudubon.org

Peter Dudley, Policy & Conservation
Ranching Specialist
peter@mtaudubon.org

Boaz (Bo) Crees, Avian Specialist
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