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CALENDAR

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

Saturday, February 7t All-day field
trip to the Mission Valley to look
for raptors and other species. Meet
at 8 AM in the NW corner of the
UM Adams Center parking lot or at
9 AM at the Cenex gas station in
Ronan. This is a driving trip with
frequent stops. Pack a lunch and be
prepared for cold temperatures.

Monday, February 9, 7 PM:
Please join us for our monthly
chapter meeting as we welcome
ornithologist, Stan Senner, who will
teach us about Montana’s
shorebirds. Details to the right.

Saturday, February 14", 9 AM:
Town Bound Birding goes to the
Clark Fork River. Meet field trip
leader, Thomas Kallmeyer, at the
Southern end of the California ST
pedestrian bridge.

Saturday, February 21, 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.

Thursday, February 26", 7 PM:
Beginning/Intermediate birding
workshop, focusing on bird
anatomy & waterfowl (S40 Fee)
See details on page 3.

Five Valleys Audubon Society Presents:
The Fascinating Lives of Shorebirds

Please join us for our monthly chapter meeting on Monday, February 9, 2026, at
7:00 PM. Stan Senner will be our speaker presenting his talk: The Fascinating
Lives of Shorebirds and Where to Find Them in Montana

The migrations of North American shorebirds span two hemispheres from Arctic
Alaska, Canada, and Russia in the north to New Zealand and the tip of South
America in the south. Famed author and naturalist Peter Matthiessen called
them “wind birds” and wrote eloquently about the “wistful signal of their voices
down the long coastlines of the world.” Fortunately, there are opportunities in
Montana to see 25 or more species of shorebirds and experience their amazing
journeys. Stan Senner will share stories and insights about their fascinating life

@3@\ histories and movements from Alaska to Chile and

) present the results of three years of spring and fall
shorebird surveys at 19 sites across Montana,
including by Five Valleys Audubon Society volunteers
around Ninepipe National Wildlife Refuge.
Populations of many shorebird species are still
abundant but in decline, and Stan will discuss the
threats they face and why they are so vulnerable in a
rapidly changing world.

Stan Senner is an ornithologist and conservationist with a passion for shorebirds.
He retired in 2021 as National Audubon’s Vice President for Bird Conservation
and previously directed Audubon’s Alaska state office for 10 years. He earned a
master’s degree in biology from the University of Alaska Fairbanks and spent
seven years coordinating state-federal restoration planning and science
following the Exxon Valdez oil spill in 1989. His studies of shorebirds have focused
on Western Sandpipers and Dunlins and, mostly recently, Surfbirds. He received
Lifetime Achievement Awards for his contributions to bird conservation from the
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Group in 2019 and American Ornithological
Society in 2023. Stan and his wife Pat lived in Alaska for 23 years and now make
their home in Missoula.

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/94514827557



https://umontana.zoom.us/j/94514827557

Peeps from Your Treasurer
By Jean Duncan

| was overjoyed to see a Northern Saw-whet Owl at
Tower Street Open Space last week. I’'m so grateful to the
folks of Missoula for preserving acres of healthy habitat
close to and in our city. Five Valleys Audubon Society
(FVAS) continues to play an active part in these
conservation efforts.

By committing the net operating revenues at the end of
each fiscal year to the Conservation Fund, it is now over
$60,000. We are continuing to participate 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.

Five Valleys Audubon’s endeavors were blessed by a
rising stock market and generous donations last year. At
the end of 2025, FVAS had assets of $324,343 of which
$142,945 is in the Phil L. Wright Endowment. This
endowment provides support for UM student’s bird and
habitat related projects.

Our coffers are ready for more research awards for
students and hefty donations to local habitat
conservation efforts!

Conservation Currents
By Poody McLaughlin

Sitting through the city council hearing on Missoula’s
proposed new zoning changes, | questioned how | had
landed in a droning meeting instead of where | wanted
to be: learning about woodpeckers at the chapter’s joint
program with the Native Plant Society. Fortunately, I'd
brought an excellent and inspiring book that kept my
attention until | spoke, Birding to Change the World: a
Memoir, by Trish O’Kane.

Dr. O’Kane created the “Birding to Change the World”
service learning course and program at the University of
Wisconsin while completing her doctorate. She believes
in harnessing the power of passionate, knowledgeable,
and energetic students and community members to help
solve community and global problems. Such activists she
refers to as a “flock,” with all those lovely connotations.

Her book displays her love of birds and how they can
renew our joy in nature and even transform our lives. Her

writing is a love letter
to local activists and
especially to the birds
and students who
teach her so much. She
pulls us in to see the
beauty of birds in our
world and to act for
their well-being, as
well as their habitats.

One of her points that
resonates with me is
that once you pursue an issue with others who share
your passion and purpose, you must be willing to be
sidetracked from that purpose on occasion. Side issues
pop up and can become central issues.

Riparian protection was my, and the chapter’s purpose
in  commenting on the proposed city zoning
requirements. The chapter had three main points in our
testimony regarding the proposed zoning: 1) riparian
buffers, or setbacks, are currently insufficient to protect
riparian resources. Riparian setbacks are a biological
issue and should be grounded in science; 2) to determine
the presence, absence, or extent of a riparian area,
consulting a professional should be mandatory; and 3)
measures to mitigate riparian area impacts should be
incorporated into a project’s design at the outset of the
planning process.

Also, the city needs to consider the value of greenbelts
along river systems. More cities nationwide are
developing greenbelts to mitigate high temperatures
and more frequent droughts. As our climate heats up,
the importance of protected riparian areas cannot be
overstated.

On January 26, the city council will probably, as | write
this before then, pass the new zoning regulations.
However, the chapter is hopeful that the planning
department will consult with professional entities
regarding beefing up the riparian requirements and
make subsequent amendments. We will continue to
track that.

During the public hearing, | heard what other Missoulians
are concerned about: affordable housing; protecting
agricultural lands for local food producers; and concern
about water usage with our growing population. A young
father with his 3-year-old son in tow testified that they
love trees and that the city needs to plant more trees. All
of this made me proud of our flock.



Beginning/Intermediate Birders Workshop
By Larry Weeks

Five Valleys Audubon will offer birding workshops for
people who are just beginning to learn about birds and
for those who want to improve their birding skills. The
sessions will be held on Thursday evenings from 7:00-
9:00 pm at the Fish, Wildlife & Parks' meeting room at
3201 Spurgin Road. The schedule is as follows:

February 26™: Bird anatomy & waterfowl!
March 5™: Warblers & shorebirds

March 12%™: Woodpeckers & sparrows
March 19%™: Raptors

There will be a charge of $40.00 to attend the
workshop. To sign up, email Larry Weeks at
birderweeks@gmail.com.

News From Montana Audubon

Save the Date for the 25th Annual
Wings Across the Big Sky Festival

wings £ iGstson @8
across the big sky -

2026

Presented by }§ Gl“'m

Mark your calendars and join us this summer in Kalispell,
June 12 -14, 2026, for the Wings Across the Big Sky
Festival! Both Montana Audubon and Flathead Audubon
Society are celebrating 50 years, so we’ve been hard at
work putting together a birding festival to commemorate
the incredible history of both organizations.

Field trips will visit locations in the greater Kalispell area,
including local conservation areas, state parks, and
private properties under conservation easements not
normally accessible to the public. Special trips will focus
on birds, native plants and bird photography. On Going
to the Sun Road in Glacier National Park you can get good
exercise biking and birding!

Registration brochures will be mailed out in the coming
months, and registration will open in March 2026. Keep
an eye on Montana Audubon’s email newsletter and
social media for updates.

Town Bound Birding Summaries
By Thomas Kallmeyer

Town Bound Birding at Maclay Flat

Five Valleys Audubon bid 2025 farewell with a New
Year's evening stroll through Maclay Flat. Our group of
22 participants observed 39 individuals of 10 species. The
evening was fairly quiet with most of the bird activity
along the Clark Fork River where we noted Common
Merganser, Great Blue Heron, Bald Eagles and Mallards.
Our quest for owls was not productive, although two
group members who had hung back did report briefly
seeing a Great Horned Owl just before returning to the
parking lot. Our meeting time started at 4 pm; next year
it will be 5 pm to increase our chances of spotting owls.

View the Trip Report on eBird:
https://ebird.org/tripreport/466967

Town Bound Birding at Tower Street Open Space
Eleven birders explored
Tower Street Open
Space on  Sunday,
January 10", and
observed 96 individuals
of 16 species. Despite
the lack of snowpack in
the Missoula Valley Bald
Eagles were gathered in
their usual numbers
along the Clark Fork River with 38 noted, all of varying
ages. This gave the group a chance to observe the
plumage differences between hatch year, first, second,
third, fourth year and adult Bald Eagles, often with
comparisons of differently aged birds within the same
scope view. Common Goldeneye, Common Merganser,
Mallard, and Belted Kingfisher were also active along the
river. After experiencing the thrill of so many Bald Eagles
gathered in one spot our group sauntered the Western
section of the space, searching each juniper for roosting
Northern Saw-whet Owls. Our efforts were rewarded
when one of our participants spotted a Northern Saw-
whet Owl, perched in a juniper just a few feet away from
the trail, tucked in close to the trunk. We took a few
minutes to make sure that all group members had a good
look and then left the owl in peace.

View the trip report on eBird:
https://ebird.org/tripreport/466966
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Beginning Bird Walk at Metcalf
By Larry Weeks

The November 15™ bird walk at Lee Metcalf National
Wildlife Refuge was noteworthy because the attendance
included 24 participants. The weather was windy which
reduced the bird activity, but we were able to tally 25
species. Ponds 5 and 6 near the visitor's center had eight
species of ducks and three Wilson's Snipe which were
sleeping on a small island. On the short hike on the Kenai
trail, we had a flock of swans fly by and they ended up on
Pond 5 and gave us excellent looks when we returned to
the parking lot. There were a dozen Trumpeter Swans
and at least one Tundra Swan that had a yellow "tear
drop". We also heard a Virginia Rail at Pond 8. The wind
reduced the number of raptors, and we only had a
Northern Harrier, a Bald Eagle and a Great Horned Owl.
Travis Brakefield was able to find the owl at the Wildlife
Viewing Area. It was at least 300 yards away in a brushy
area, and it was difficult to see even with a spotting
scope. Other species at the viewing area included an
American Dipper, Black-capped Chickadees and White-
breasted Nuthatches, as well as two porcupines.

Missoula Christmas Bird Count
By Larry Weeks

The Missoula Christmas
Bird Count (CBC) was held
on Sunday, December 14,
It was a mild day with
temperatures reaching the
upper 40's, no wind and
partly sunny skies. The
Count ended up with 85
species, which is on the
high side for Missoula. We
also had four Count Week
birds  (Golden Eagle,
Northern Pygmy Owl, Canada Jay, and Western
Bluebird), which are birds not seen on Count Day, but
seen either three days before or three days after. We
tallied 6,854 total birds, which is on the low side for the
Missoula Count. Dan Jones filled in for Will McDowell and
led the group that birded McCauley Butte, and lillian
Leblow covered Sleven’s Island. Both groups covered the
gravel pit ponds. The ponds were not frozen over and
produced the only Red-necked Grebes, Western Grebe,
Ring-necked Duck, and American Coots. Dan's group had
the only Trumpeter Swans, which flew right over the
butte. Jillian's group had the only Lesser Scaup and Pied-
billed Grebes. Poody MclLaughlin led the Kelly Island

group and had the only Gadwall, Gray Catbird and
Bohemian Waxwings. Jim Brown birded Grass Valley
(Carl Hayden's ranch) and had the only Northern Pintails,
Barn Owl, Short-eared Owl, and Western Meadowlark.
Steve Flood birded LaValle Creek and had the only Ruffed
Grouse, Gray partridge and Blue Jay. Boo Curry covered
Council Grove and the Kona Ranch and had the only
Wilson's Snipe, Harlan's Red-tailed Hawk and Yellow-
headed Blackbird. Rose Leach had the only Double-
crested Cormorant along Mullan Road. Thomas
Kallmeyer birded Butler Creek, Golden-Kiel Loop and
North Hills and had the only Chestnut-backed Chickadee
and Long-eared Owls. Cathy Smyers led the group that
covered the State Nursery and Tower Street Open Space
and one of her participants (Ryan Webster) found the
only Northern Saw-whet Owl. Paul Hendricks who hiked
the Marshall Canyon to Woods Gulch Trail had the only
Clark's Nutcrackers, Evening Grosbeaks and White-
winged Crossbills. Adam Mitchell hiked up the
Rattlesnake to get the only Canyon Wrens. Cindy and
Barry Swidler had the only White-crowned Sparrow at
their feeder. Other groups included Dave Jones (at U of
M and Greenough), Stan Senner (at Farviews, Bancroft
Pond, owling), Kristi DuBois (at Cusker Ranch), Cindy
Swidler (between Mullan Road and Kelly Island), Chris &
Pam Scranton (at Maclay Flat), Travis Brakefield (at
Stewart Peak trail), Larry Weeks (at Grant Creek), Joy
Earls (at Snowdrift Lane), Bob Petty (at Rattlesnake
Greenway), and Adam Mitchell (at upper Clark Fork).
Rose Leach and Britt Fisher had Black-capped and
Mountain Chickadee hybrids visiting their feeders. We
missed seeing a Killdeer and Wild Turkey, which is hard
to believe.
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2025 Missoula Christmas Bird Count

Canada Goose 609

Bald Eagle 46

Pygmy Nuthatch 45

Trumpeter Swan 5

Red-tailed Hawk 53

Red-breasted Nuthatch 187

Gadwall 1 Red-tailed Hawk (Harlan's) 1 Canyon Wren 2
American Wigeon 6 Rough-legged Hawk 13 Pacific Wren 2
Mallard 691 Barn Owl 1 Marsh Wren 3

Northern Pintail 6

Great Horned Owl 5

American Dipper 6

Green-winged Teal 9

Northern Pygmy Owl CW

European Starling 109

Ring-necked Duck 1

Long-eared Owl 3

Gray Catbird 1

Lesser Scaup 1

Short-eared Owl 1

Western Bluebird CW

Bufflehead 4

Northern Saw-whet Owl 1

Townsend's Solitaire 28

Common Goldeneye 121

Belted Kingfisher 14

American Robin 246

Barrow's Goldeneye 27

Downy Woodpecker 21

Bohemian Waxwing 25

Hooded Merganser 23

Hairy Woodpecker 12

Cedar Waxwing 192

Common Merganser 18

Pileated Woodpecker 23

House Sparrow 238

Ruffed Grouse 1

Northern Flicker 230

Evening Grosbeak 4

Gray Partridge 15

American Kestrel 13

House Finch 384

Ring-necked Pheasant 8

Merlin 7

Cassin's Finch 6

Rock Pigeon 575

Northern Shrike 5

Red Crossbill 307

Eurasian-collared Dove 124

Canada Jay CW

White-winged Crossbill 4

Mourning Dove 6

Steller's Jay 9

Pine Siskin 36

American Coot 8

Blue Jay 1

Lesser Goldfinch 3

Wilson's Snipe 2

Black-billed Magpie 404

American Goldfinch 99

Pied-billed Grebe 2

Clark's Nutcracker 6

American Tree Sparrow 43

Red-necked Grebe 2

American Crow 83

Dark-eyed Junco 466

Western Grebe 1

Common Raven 143

White-crowned Sparrow 1

Double-crested Cormorant 1

Black-capped Chickadee 515

Song Sparrow 66

Great Blue Heron 28

Mountain Chickadee 35

Spotted Towhee 2

Golden Eagle CW

Chestnut-backed Chickadee 1

Red-winged Blackbird 318

Sharp-shinned Hawk 4

Golden-crowned Kinglet 10

Yellow-headed Blackbird 1

Northern Harrier 13

White-breasted Nuthatch 26

Black-Cap X Mtn Chickadee Hybrid 2

85 Species

* Count Week (CW) birds are seen during the 3 days before Count Day and 3 days after. They are not part of the Count Day totals.
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Raptor Rapture in Autumn
By Will McDowell

Perhaps my most exciting day as a life-long birdwatcher
occurred when | wasn’t even birdwatching. Let me
explain: in October 2003 | was working for a couple
weeks in Panama. Mid-morning, | walked out on the
office porch, stretched, looked up and was suddenly
amazed. The sky was full of raptors: Swainson’s Hawks,
Turkey Vultures, Mississippi Kites, thousands of them,
streaming past me just a couple hundred feet up. The
procession of raptors went on, and on. After watching in
astonishment for at least 15 minutes, | knew | had to
inform local
birdwatchers of this
amazing sight. | called
Panama Audubon and
breathlessly explained
what was happening.
There was a brief silence
on the phone line, then
the woman who
answered said calmly,
“yes, sir, that happens
every year at this time.”

Raptors, meaning hawks, kites, falcons, vultures and
eagles, are many people’s favorite birds, including mine.
As a birdwatcher in Montana, we get to know our locally
common raptors: Red-tailed Hawks, Kestrels, and Rough-
legged Hawks, because they are easy to see on roadside
telephone poles, as are Ospreys along our rivers. But
many species of raptors are more elusive, and difficult to
find, or at least to see well. The best way to see them is
during their fall migration in September and October,
especially along mountain ridges.

Raptor enthusiasts and birders have set up “hawk watch”
stations throughout the US, in Mexico, and in Central
America to see these migrations, and to monitor the
numbers of raptors. These “hawk watch” stations are
great places to see a wide variety of raptors, learn to
identify them, and watch their amazing migrations. In
Montana, there are established “hawk watches” at
several sites: Jewel Basin near Bigfork (run by Flathead
Audubon), MPG Ranch, Missoula (run by Raptor View
Research), and Bridger Bowl near Bozeman (run by
Sacajawea Audubon and HawkWatch International).

Each raptor species has its own migratory habits and
path. Swainson’s Hawks are seen in small numbers at
hawk watches in Montana, but in Mexico and Central

America, Swainson’s Hawks gather in massive flocks as
they migrate towards their wintering grounds in
Argentina. Broad-winged Hawks, which breed in eastern
US and southern Canada, also pass through coastal Texas
and eastern Mexico in enormous numbers as they head
to wintering areas in Central and South America. A few
Broad-winged Hawks pass by Montana hawk watch sites
every September, one of the only times they are seen
here. Sharp-shinned Hawks are common at Montana
hawk watch sites in September-October, but they don’t
flock up. Northern Goshawks, an elusive forest-nesting
species, are also often seen at hawk watches in fall, as
are falcons like Merlins and Peregrines--hawk watches
are great places to see these less common species. At
places like Bridger Bowl and Jewel Basin lucky observers
can see dozens of Golden Eagles in a single day!

The massive fall concentration of migrant raptors in
Veracruz, Mexico and Central America, like the
thousands of hawks and vultures | saw in Panama, are
well-documented at “hawk watch” sites. Most raptors
migrate over land, hence the “funnel” shape of our
continent (Canada being the wide top, tapering down to
Mexico, and finally the tiny isthmus of Panama, only 40
miles wide) concentrates migrant raptors as they move
south toward wintering areas in South America. Consider
these recent one-day counts at Bocas Valle de Agua,
Panama (Oct. 8, 2025): 584,139 Broad-winged Hawks, or
(Oct. 23, 2025): 517,507 Turkey Vultures and 619,772
Swainson’s Hawks! Yes, half a million hawks!

You won'’t see these numbers of migrating raptors in
western Montana, but climbing up to the ridge-top hawk
watches at Jewel Basin or Bridger Bowl Ski Area (each
requires an uphill hike of an hour or so) is a wonderful
way to spend a fall day. Patiently sitting and watching the
natural world for hours from a high vantage point brings
many rewards. On a good day you may see eight or ten
species of hawks, falcons and eagles. While sitting quietly
hawk-watching, | also have had mountain goats walk
right by, had a coyote trot within 20 yards, and seen
other migrant birds, like Black Swifts and Gray-crowned
Ros- finches, to say nothing of Northern Goshawks flying
right by at eye level, and Merlins and Sharp-shinned
Hawks swoop within five yards of me.

If you're interested in learning more about raptor
migration and conservation, check out Raptor View
Research Institute (Missoula-based nonprofit), Hawk
Migration Association (also HawkCount.org), or the
Peregrine Fund (international leaders on raptor
conservation). See you on the mountain!



Welcome New Members

Joanne Booth Robert Derleth Paul Gjording

Sophie Schothern Gary Sheehan Jim Darlington

Elize Reinecke Lewis Holmes Jordan Bird @
Adelaide Elliot-Joy  Alyson Hockett Carrie Jamrogowicz

Carol Edwards

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/

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.

I 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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