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The Great Backyard Bird Count

Want to be a part of something big? You can join thousands of Americans and Canadians and participate in the Great Backyard Bird Count (GBBC). This four day event begins tomorrow, the eighteenth, and runs through Monday, the twenty-first.

The GBBC is run by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Audubon Society, and Bird Studies of Canada. 2010 was a record-breaking year. Bird watchers reported 602 bird species with eleven million individual observations. 
The main objective of the GBBC is to provide a picture of how birds survive the winter, and where they stay during the winter. February is a good time to do this, as it is right before most birds start their migrations.

The bird most reported in the 2010 count was the American Robin, with over 1.8 million birds reported. The Canadian Goose came in second with just about 750,000 birds.

The El Camino Real Master Naturalists submitted reports from Cameron, Rockdale, and Gause. They recorded over seventy-five bird species over-wintering in Milam County. Species included a wide variety of sparrows, Red-Shouldered and Red-Tailed hawks, warblers, the Wilson Snipe, mockingbirds, cardinals, American goldfinch, chickadees, mourning dove, Black vultures and Turkey vultures, killdeer, bluebirds, the Crested Cara Cara, and the Spotted Sandpiper.
It’s easy to do, and even novice bird lovers can participate. All it takes is fifteen minutes of your time each of the four days to go outside and count the number and types of birds you see. Then, go online to www.birdsource.org/gbbc and enter the highest number of each species seen. That’s it. 
You have just provided scientists with vital information that helps them track worrisome fluctuations in bird populations. 

Some of the questions scientists answer with this data include whether any bird species has declined to the point they need conservation attention. Or if bird diversity differs between urban, rural, and wild areas, or how bird diseases, like the West Nile virus, are moving across the continent.

It was actually a previous GBBC count in 2003 that highlighted the population drop of American Crows, which coincided with the first outbreaks of West Nile virus in the U.S. Reports since 2003 have shown a decline of the crow from between fifty and seventy-five percent in some states after the onslaught of the West Nile virus.
Texas leads the way with most number of species reported, consistently reporting over 300 bird species wintering in the state since 2004. In 2010 Texans reported over 347 species. 
Tivoli, Texas recorded 175 species, which was the highest count in the state. Perhaps Milam County can beat that 2010 total this year, if we have a high number of bird watchers. The Master Naturalists will be counting again this year, beginning their count at the Francis Neighbors Wilson Bird Sanctuary at Wilson-Ledbetter Park in Cameron. 

If joining thousands of people who help scientists track the health of our bird species sounds interesting to you, go to www.birdsource.org/gbbc. This website explains all about the Great Backyard Bird Count. It also provides printable data sheets on which to record your sightings, as well as a bird checklist for your area.
For those birders who just can’t get enough, bird counts are collected year round. The place to go to get information about bird counts occurring throughout the year is www.ebird.org.
Milam County Nature Festival
A reminder that the Milam County Nature Festival is scheduled for Saturday, April 9th from 9:00 am to 3:00 pm. The Nature Fest is a great place to take your youth groups and elementary classes. There will be many fun and educational activities, and all kids walk away with keep sakes. Go here for more info: txmn.org/elcamino/naturefest/.
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