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 Five Valleys Audubon Society Presents:  
Woodpeckers of Montana 

_______ 
 

Please join us as we kick off 2026 with our annual joint meeting with the Clark 
Fork Chapter of the Montana Native Plant Society. The meeting will be held on 
Monday, January 12, 2026, at 7pm. Rob Rich will present his talk: Bird-shaped 
Forests: Interpreting Woodpecker Sign in Montana. 
 

There are birds in Montana forests who knock their 
beaks on trees to find food and create shelter for 
offspring. This mere fact quickly conjures the group 
of birds known for such improbable feats: 
woodpeckers. And yet, while it is easy to take this 
basic identification for granted, it is worthwhile to 
ask about the mind-blowing miracle of woodpecker 
existence. What are the physical adaptations that 
allow their daily percussion? Why go to all that 
effort? How does their work affect other species? 

 
Rob’s talk will explore the anatomy, behavior, and ecology of Montana 
woodpeckers, with a focus on ways to observe and interpret the evidence they 
leave behind. Even when we don’t see woodpeckers directly, their holes, tracks, 
scats, and feathers yield valuable insights about the presence of particular 
woodpecker species, how those species use habitat, and the ways their work 
benefits dozens of other species throughout forest communities. These insights 
not only show why woodpeckers have vital roles in conserving forest health, but 
also how these unique birds can add awe to every walk we take in the woods. 
 
Rob Rich is a field ecologist and wildlife tracker who provides inventory, research, 
and monitoring services to document and protect biodiversity. He focuses on the 
use of noninvasive methods to support the needs of sensitive and keystone 
species, most often through projects with birds, beavers, and carnivores. Rob also 
provides custom training for individuals or groups who are keen to learn wildlife 
tracking skills. 
 
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/91311303047

   

 
Monday, January 5th, 6 PM: The 
board meeting will be held in 
the Blackfoot Room of the 
Missoula Public Library.  
 
Saturday, January 10th, 11 AM: 
Town Bound Birding goes to 
Tower Street Open Space. We'll 
walk along the Clark Fork River 
to look for Bald Eagles and 
waterfowl, then wander 
through the riparian in search of 
Northern Saw-whet Owls and 
other overwintering species. 
Meet the field trip leader in the 
parking area at the North end of 
Tower Street. 
 
Monday, January 12th, 7 PM:  
Please join us for our monthly 
chapter meeting as we welcome 
ecologist, Rob Rich, who will 
teach us about Montana’s 
woodpeckers. Details to the 
right.  
 
Saturday, January 17th, 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 

https://umontana.zoom.us/j/91311303047
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Peeps from Your Board:  
Birding Beyond the Big Sky 
By Susie Wall 
 
In my 2025 Peeps, I wrote about places that I love to go 
birding in Montana. This year, I thought to expand the list 
and write about places I love to go birding that are a little 
farther flung. I talked about a few of these during my 
presentation to our chapter in September, plus I have 
added a few others. Each one is fairly close in the 
northwestern United States with one in British Columbia. 
I hope to inspire you to check out these places on your 
next birding journey.  
 
Billy Frank, Jr. Nisqually National Wildlife Refuge  
 

I will begin with my 
favorite destination. 
Nisqually National Wildlife 
Refuge is located in Lacey, 
Washington, just east of 
Olympia. The refuge is a 
boon for birders as fresh 
water from the Nisqually 
River combines with 
saltwater from the Puget 
Sound to create an estuary 
that attracts over 200 
species from songbirds to 
raptors to shorebirds. 
Make your first stop the 
visitor center to become 

familiar with the tide charts. There are four trails to 
choose from that lead through different ecosystems, but 
I always spend the bulk of my time on the mile-long 
boardwalk that leads to the edge of Puget Sound. Low 
tide exposes an expanse of muddy flats where Great Blue 
Herons and Greater Yellowlegs feast on crustaceans. 
High tide comes in fast, pulling with it Caspian Terns and 
Pigeon Guillemots.   
 
Yaquina Head Outstanding Natural Area 
 
Ok, maybe this is my favorite. Too many good birding 
sites, too little time…. 
 
Yaquina Head Outstanding Natural Area is located a few 
miles north of Newport on the central Oregon coast. A 
variety of shorebirds are drawn to its rocky beaches 
pocked with tidepools. Rocky cliffs tower above the 
crashing waves of the Pacific Ocean providing refuge to 
over 65,000 seabirds. Start your visit on the trail that 

leads to the historic lighthouse where an observation 
deck allows the best view of Colony Rock. It seems every 
inch is covered with Common Murres. Take the stairs 
down to Cobble Beach to watch Black Oystercatchers 
pluck mollusks from the rocks and Brown Pelicans glide 
in formation over the waves.   
 
George C. Reifel Migratory Bird Sanctuary 
  
I first visited this birder’s paradise located in Delta, BC, a 
few years ago during the Wings Over Water birding 
festival held in Blaine, Washington. What struck me the 
most was the incredible number of birds I saw during our 
brief 3-hour visit. Ponds were thick with Northern Pintails 
and Wood Ducks seem to appear around every corner. 
Red-winged Blackbirds covered most of the cattails in the 
open meadows. While I would not say the Sandhill 
Cranes were numerous, I was able to observe several 
small groups making their way across the marshes.  
 
Morley Nelson Snake River Birds of Prey National 
Conservation Area 
 
While this conservation area 40 miles south of Boise, 
Idaho, is amazing anytime, mark your calendar to visit in 
the spring. Home to the largest concentration of nesting 
birds of prey in North America, this 81-mile stretch of the 
Snake River and the grasslands above it support over 800 
pairs of nesting of falcons, eagles, and owls. The birds are 
attracted to both the safety of the steep canyon and the 
small prey that live among the endless fields of 
sagebrush. Narrow your search within the 485,000 acres 
by heading to Dedication Point where a half-mile loop 
trail curves past the edge of basalt cliffs where Prairie 
Falcons make their home. Watch as they dive at close to 
120 miles per hour and listen for their eerie screams 
echoing off the canyon walls.   
 

Great Blue Heron 
Photo by Daniel Grossi 

Special Announcement 

 
Attention nature photographers! Five Valleys 
Audubon is looking for images of birds and nature. 
Each month we will choose a member submitted 
image which will be featured on the cover of the 
Birding Observer and the front page of our website. 
We’ll credit the photographer and include species and 
location as applicable. Please limit your submissions to 
either birds or habitat. To be considered submit 
images in JPG format to info@fvaudubon.org by the 
10th of each month. 
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The Importance of the Land Ethic 
By Thomas Kallmeyer 
 
Those of you who have read A Sand County Almanac by 
Aldo Leopold already know the origin of the concept of a 
land ethic as applied to modern society. For those of you 
who haven't, the idea is a call for humanity to move 
beyond a human centric viewpoint and embrace a 
responsible relationship between humanity and the 
natural world. It is our responsibility as stewards and 
conservationists to promote a greater understanding of 
the systems that support us and that which we love, and 
through that understanding act in a manner which 
fosters sustainability for the good of ourselves and the 
natural world. 
 
We are at a point in the history of the United States of 
America where we see the concept of the Land Ethic 
under assault from all sides. An administration that sees 
our natural treasures and the ecosystems that maintain 
the life and health of those systems, and in turn, 
ourselves, as nothing more than opportunities to 
generate wealth. Our corporate structure, the vast 
majority of which values only profit, sees this as an 
opportunity to increase and consolidate their holdings. 
The protections of that which we hold dear and which 
support the core concept of a Land Ethic are being 
stripped away by executive orders that are obeyed as if 
they were law. The Environmental Protection Agency has 
been gutted and is now being used as a tool for 
deregulation. The Endangered Species Act of 1973, the 
Wilderness Act of 1964 and so many other markers of 
progress toward a sustainable future are facing 
unprecedented challenges to their core purposes. The 
natural world, including birds, is under direct assault. 
 
As citizens we have the responsibility and the right to 
determine how our government approaches the 
challenges that face the natural world and our own 
health and survival. It is up to us to act, in whichever way 
each of us can, to promote the core idea of the Land Ethic 
and to ensure the success and prosperity of future 
generations. Make a personal choice to do what you can 
in your daily life to follow and promote responsible 
actions that favor positive outcomes for human health 
and environmental conservation and preservation. Make 
your voice heard through the ballot box by voting at 
every opportunity and level from municipal to national. 
Contact your representatives and let them know your 
thoughts and provide public comments at every 
opportunity. It may seem difficult in the current political 
climate to achieve these goals, working together we 

change our trajectory over time to nurture and save that 
which we love. Including birds, of course. 
 

● Contact your representatives: 
https://www.usa.gov/elected-officials 

● Learn more about the Land Ethic: 
https://www.aldoleopold.org/ 

● Learn more about the EPA: 
https://www.epa.gov/newsreleases/epa-
launches-biggest-deregulatory-action-us-history 

● Learn more about the Endangered Species Act 
of 1973: https://www.fws.gov/law/endangered-
species-act 

● Learn more about the Wilderness Act of 1964: 
https://www.fws.gov/law/wilderness-act-1964 

 

Field Trip Report: Mission Valley 
By Thomas Kallmeyer 
 
December 6, 2025: 
Our group of 12 
birders began our 
route in the 
wetland opposite 
the entrance to the 
CSKT Bison Range 
where we picked 
up a Virginia Rail 
before heading to a vantage point to scope birds in a 
slough along the Flathead River where we noted a 
Northern Shrike, a large flock of American Robins and 
several hundred Mallards. Proceeding north through the 
Mission Valley we noted a low number of raptors which 
included Bald Eagles, Red-tailed Hawks including a single 
Harlan’s and Rough-legged Hawk. After passing through 
Juniper habitat that featured many Townsend’s Solitaires 
as well as Common Goldeneyes and Great Blue Herons 
along the river raptor numbers picked up. Numerous 
Bald Eagles, Red-tailed Hawks, Rough-legged Hawks as 
well as three Great Horned Owls and a single Prairie 
Falcon were observed as we made our way north to 
Polson. We did find a single Blue Jay at the Exxon in 
Polson before checking for Long-eared Owls west of 
Polson, which we failed to find. Rainy weather held off 
for most of our route and there was little wind which 
made for good birding. 
 
View the trip report on eBird: 
https://ebird.org/tripreport/440692 
 

 

American Kestrel 
Photo by Thomas Kallmeyer 

https://www.usa.gov/elected-officials
https://www.aldoleopold.org/
https://www.epa.gov/newsreleases/epa-launches-biggest-deregulatory-action-us-history
https://www.epa.gov/newsreleases/epa-launches-biggest-deregulatory-action-us-history
https://www.fws.gov/law/endangered-species-act
https://www.fws.gov/law/endangered-species-act
https://www.fws.gov/law/wilderness-act-1964
https://ebird.org/tripreport/440692


4 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Promise 

By Jackie Kay 
 

Remember, the time of year 

when the future appears 

like a blank sheet of paper 

a clean calendar, a new chance. 

On thick white snow 

You vow fresh footprints 

then watch them go 

with the wind’s hearty gust. 

Fill your glass. Here’s tae us. Promises 

made to be broken, made to last. 

 

News From Montana Audubon 
 

Montana’s premier 
birding festival is 
headed to Kalispell 
next summer! 
 
Mark your calendars 
for June 12–14, 2026, 

as Montana Audubon and local chapter partner Flathead 
Audubon Society host the annual Wings Across the Big 
Sky Birding Festival. 
 
Join birders and wildlife enthusiasts from across 
Montana and beyond for a weekend of local field trips, 
engaging presentations, and a riveting keynote speaker. 
We’re already planning a great lineup of field trips, so 
stay tuned for more details coming soon. 
 
Thanks to Glacier Bank, our lead sponsor! 
 
Registration brochures will be available in March 2026. 
 

Field Trip Report to Brown’s Lake 
By Andrea Stierle 
 
On October 25th a large group of intrepid birders (25) 
launched an expedition to Brown’s Lake, a 550-acre lake 
located in the knob and kettle topography of 
Kleinschmidt Flats near the middle Blackfoot River 
watershed. According to Montana Fish, Wildlife and 
Parks, the lake sits at an elevation of 4294 ft. It is 
bordered to the northeast by approximately 80 acres of 
state-owned land, while the remainder is bordered 
primarily by private ranchlands. However, portions of the 
eastern shoreline are owned by U.S. Fish & Wildlife and 
open to the public. 
 
It was a wonderful group of birders, including a group of 
UM wildlife biology students and a talented high school 
student who added their expertise, passion, and keen 
eyesight to the search for unusual birds across the wide 
expanse of water and distant shoreline. We joined Nate 
Kohler who had already compiled an impressive list of 
birds by the time the FVAS group arrived. Thomas 
Kallmeyer chronicled our observations, which are listed 
below. I have also included Nate’s ebird list which 
included a few birds we were not able to find. Brown’s 
Lake is popular with fishermen, and by the time we had 
arrived, several fishing boats made viewing a little bit 
more challenging. 
 
Thomas Kallmeyer at Brown’s Lake, 11:00 AM: Ringed-
Neck Duck (11); Lesser Scaup (9); Hooded Merganser 
(2); Eared Grebe (2); Common Raven (2); Lesser Scaup 
(8); Hooded Merganser (11); American Coot (78); Long-
billed Dowitcher (5); Bonaparte's Gull (1); Western 
Grebe (5); Common Loon (6); Western Grebe (5); Bald 
Eagle (5)  
 
Nate Kohler – 9:48 AM: Canada Goose (10); Gadwall 
(1); American Wigeon (3); Mallard (9); Ring-necked Duck 
(6); Lesser Scaup( 23); Common Goldeneye (4); Hooded 
Merganser (13); Common Merganser (9); Ruddy Duck 

(15); American Coot (105); Black-
bellied Plover (1); Long-billed 
Dowitcher (5); Bonaparte's Gull 
(1); Pied-billed Grebe (1); Eared 
Grebe (1); Western Grebe (6); 
Common Loon (7); Bald Eagle (3); 
Merlin (Taiga) (1); Northern 
Shrike (1); Common Raven (5); 
American Tree Sparrow (1).
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Welcome New Members 
 
Julie Byram Ruby Chavez Diane Conner 
Betty Freudenberg Anne Garde Bethany Leeming 
Cathy Marshall  Leah Muer Ruth Wolf 
Elaine Caton  Chelsea Klocke Janet Krivacek 
Mike McConomy  Craig Messerman Lori Oberhofer 
Emma Trotter 
 

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.        

 
 
 
 
 

Join Five Valleys Audubon Society 
 
There are several ways to donate and support Five Valleys Audubon Society (FVAS). All options include the Birding Observer and allow you to 
participate in all chapter activities. *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. 
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PO Box 8425, Missoula, MT 59807            
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