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MASON 

CENTER 

SAGUARO 

POSTER! 
Watch 20 years of growth 

in this majestic saguaro 

photographed by Doris 

Evans and turned into a 

limited run 18"x24" print.
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A sincere thank you to all of our
Legacy Members for protecting
birds and the environment for

years to come.

Please contact Development Director Erica Freese at
efreese@tucsonbirds.org to discuss your legacy.
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Hello Friends,

As I write this, a Great-tailed Grackle is shrieking outside my window, 

reminding me of my love a�air with Icterids. For an extremely diverse 

family with a broad range of plumages, breeding behaviors, and other 

adaptations, it’s their bills’ ability to “gape,” meaning to bore into wood, 

fruits, soil, and pry it open, as well as their proclivity for vocalization as 

territory defense that serve as shared traits across the family. 

When I’m lucky enough to stay out at the Appleton-Whittell Research 

Ranch with my partner, my go-to fall/winter activity is watching the colony 

of over-wintering Brewer’s Blackbirds come in to roost—every night a 

unique cacophonous performance, filling me with curiosity. Where do they 

go during the day? Do the same groups fly out and back together? Why 

do they all gather together and murmurate before breaking o� to their 

smaller overnight roost sites? Is it predator protection, or are they sharing 

information of some sort? And in spring, I anxiously await the return of 

the orioles, marveling at their nests, thinking about their far-o� winter 

homes in the tropics, and how much their behavior and diet changes from 

breeding to wintering grounds. While visiting Ecuador ecently, I watched 

as oropendolas skulked through the trees, with vocalizations comically 

described by an acquaintance as “water droplets hitting a pool, but you’re 

on acid.” Their ovoid, pendular nests dripping from the trees are an icon of 

the tropical lowlands. 

All of this to say there’s so much more to birding than watching. There 

are whole worlds of information to be discovered and ecosystems to be 

unraveled, by asking questions about birds’ behavior, their adaptations, 

and the challenges they face in a world we’re just beginning to understand. 

Birds need us to act on their behalf more than they need us to watch them, 

and to do so, we need to better understand their superpowers and what they 

need to thrive. If you’re birding for sport without asking these questions, 

you are truly missing out!

For Birds and People,

STAY CURIOUS, STAY CONNECTED

Melissa Fratello 

Executive Director 

mfratello@tucsonbirds.org

FR OM  T H E  E XECU T I V E  D I R EC TO R

Great-tailed Grackle, Grigory Heaton
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 ALMANAC  

of BIRDS

April to June
Arizona has some super birds for sure, from the showy Coppery-

tailed Trogon to the Five-striped Sparrow (one of the rarest 

breeding birds in the US), and a host of fun birds in between. 

The state is also graced with two distinguished species based 

on size, the smallest and largest birds in North America: the 

Calliope Hummingbird and the California Condor.

Matt Gri�ths 

Communications Coordinator 

mgri�ths@tucsonbirds.org
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OPPOSITE: Five-Striped Sparrow, Matthew Studebaker 

ABOVE: Calliope Hummingbird, Alan Schmierer; California Condor, Ned Harris

CALLIOPE HUMMINGBIRDS  
AT THE PATON CENTER

The Calliope Hummingbird is the smallest bird in North America and 

the smallest long-distance avian migrant in the world at about 3.25 

inches long and weighing 0.1 ounces with a wingspan of a little over 4 

inches. It can be found in Southeast Arizona during its migration between 

southern Mexico and the montane western US in spring but more often 

in fall and usually in our Sky Islands. The newly restored Sonoita Creek 

riparian habitat at the Paton Center for Hummingbirds seems to be a good 

magnet for this special bird. The abundance of nectar-rich spring flowers 

dominating the landscape surrounding the Paton Center o�er these tiny 

travelers a steady supply of resources to refuel. Water features, vegetation 

to hide and rest in, and a healthy population of small insects to feed on 

further benefit a hummingbird on a stopover. 

Despite its small size, the Calliope Hummingbird lives on the extremes 

of bodily performance, requiring a steady diet of nectar. The far northern 

breeding populations may travel up to 5,600 miles annually, undertaking 

an oval-shaped route that hits the Pacific Coast going north and then 

traverses the Rocky Mountains on the way south. Regularly breeding in 

cold mountains between 4,000 and 11,000ft., it must overcome the severe 

thermal disadvantage of a high ratio of surface area to body mass. To help 

withstand nights of freezing temperatures, it often goes into torpor to slow 

its body functions allowing it to survive these periods of non-feeding. 

In addition to these amazing characteristics, the Calliope Hummingbird 

has a very unique purple gorget that is streaked and flashes like a star 

during the breeding display. The species is named after Calliope, the 

Muse from Greek mythology who presides over eloquence and epic poetry 

with the harmony of her voice, possibly a reference to the bird’s high-pitch 

zing sound made during display dives. 

ARIZONA CONDORS

When looking for a “super” bird in Arizona, you don’t have to go much 

farther than the California Condor. This Critically Endangered species is 

the largest flying land bird in North America with a wingspan of nearly 10 

feet and a body length longer than an Andean Condor. Rarely flapping 

in flight, condors rise on air currents to soar as high as 15,000ft! The 

population of condors fell to 22 birds in the 1980s, but thanks to a 

successful captive breeding program there are now 392 in the wild in 

California, Arizona, Utah, northeastern Mexico, and an experimental 

population in the Pacific Northwest (PNW). Although condors have 

successfully reproduced at all release sites except the PNW, these 

attempts have not yet achieved self-sustaining wild populations, in large 

part because of mortalities traced to continued lead-poisoning in the 

wild. Also hampering recovery is their extremely slow reproduction rate in 

which only one egg is laid per year and the young depend on their parents 

for more than 12 months—consequently, most condors do not nest in 

successive years. Further, it takes six to eight years for birds to reach 

maturity, but on the bright side, they can live to be 50 or more years old! 

Pairs of condors may stay together for years and don’t build substantial 

nests, instead using caves high on cli� faces.

California Condors are super gliders able to soar for the long distances 

required to cover their enormous home ranges in search of carcasses 

of deer, pigs, cattle, sea lions, whales, and other animals they feed on. 

Condors have very good eyesight and locate prey by spotting gatherings 

of scavengers, and once landed, can dominate the other smaller species. 

They aren’t tolerant of human activity while feeding, so they don’t usually 

utilize roadkill as a food source. 

California Condors are so heavy they sometimes have trouble taking o� 

and often run downhill into the wind or launch o� cli�s. It’s no coincidence 

then that the best places to spot them in Arizona are the South Rim of the 

Grand Canyon and Navajo Bridge near Page.
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IT’S A DUCK! IT’S A CHICKEN! IT’S SUPER COOT! 
Erica Freese, Director of Development & Communications

American Coots are silly-looking birds with silly-sounding calls. These waterbirds can readily be 

found in lakes and ponds, often getting mistaken for -ducks, though they are more closely related 

to rails. They are an all-black bird with a contrasting white bill and ruby-red eyes. 

Coot goofiness doesn’t fully present itself until you happen to see one step out of the water. Their 

feet are otherworldly and add to the Frankenstein nature of the bird. They are bright yellow-green, 

with geometric black lines that further highlight their unique shape. The large feet are not webbed 

like a duck’s but instead have long toes with multiple lobes on each. These lobes of skin create the 

resistance needed to propel them through the water, but can fold up out of the way when the bird 

walks on dry land. The lobed feet can also act like snowshoes on mucky ground by dispersing the 

bird’s weight and preventing it from sinking in. Coots can be very territorial and will also use their 

feet to fight o� rivals. The feet are also necessary for flying. To get airborne from the water, the bird 

must have a running takeo�, slapping its feet against the surface while energetically flapping its 

wings. Next time you see this silly bird, don’t miss the chance to get a glimpse of their feet! American Coot feet, Francis Morgan

BIRD
SUPERPOWERS 

Birds are a diverse group of organisms that occupy almost every corner of this planet. 
Not all birds can fly. Some birds “fly” underwater, while others hardly ever touch the 
ground! Birds can spend their whole lives in one small area, or they can travel thousands 
of miles and cross the globe several times. To thrive in these diverse conditions, birds 
have developed numerous and incredible superpowers that are worth celebrating.

Clark’s Nutcracker, ©brianjsmith

AMAZING CORVID CACHES 
Matt Gri�ths, Communications Coordinator

Food-caching corvids such as the Mexican Jay and Clark’s Nutcracker depend on extraordinary 

memory to survive periods of scarcity. These birds scatter-hoard thousands of seeds in their 

territories, relying on precise spatial recall to recover them months later. The nutcracker is especially 

renowned for its memory. It can store tens of thousands of pine seeds in a single season and later 

retrieve a large percentage, even when hidden under snow. Research shows nutcrackers use a highly 

developed spatial memory system, remembering the exact locations of caches using landmarks 

within the habitat. Similarly, the Mexican Jay uses memory to manage numerous hidden food 

stores. Although more social than nutcrackers, these jays still rely on individual memory to relocate 

caches and may adjust their behavior to avoid theft by other birds. Interestingly, the jays outperform 

nutcrackers in observational spatial memory (cache recovery after watching another jay store the 

food), which might be related to their higher degree of sociality.

During peak caching periods, both species exhibit a seasonal enlargement of the hippocampus, 

the brain region linked to spatial memory. This neural adaptation enhances their ability to store and 

retrieve vast numbers of cache locations, making memory a critical survival tool at times when food 

resources are scarce. If only humans could be so lucky the next time we lose our keys!
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Bar-tailed Godwit, Greg Lavaty

Turkey Vulture, Greg Lavaty

THE MYSTERIES OF MIGRATORY BIRD ENDURANCE 
Curt Freese

Tucson’s current flush of migrating birds signals the display of two of nature’s great 

mysteries: How do birds navigate and how do they muster the endurance for such long 

journeys? Staying fit and fueled is a daunting challenge physically and mentally for 

migratory birds, especially for several species of shorebirds with reported non-stop 

flights of 5 to 11 days. A Bar-tailed Godwit holds the 11-day record with a 8,425-mile 

flight from Alaska to Tasmania!

Physically, how do they power such long flights? Unlike mammals, which can use only 

carbohydrates, not fat, for quick energy, birds burn fat to power their muscles. Fat holds 

twice as much energy per ounce as carbohydrates. So, to maximize energy stored while 

minimizing weight, birds prepare for migration by storing up to half their body weight 

as fat. They gain this fat by enlarging their digestive tract and practicing hyperphagia 

(excessive eating). Then, during migration, they shrink their digestive organs and grow 

bigger heart and flight muscles. Nonstop, long-distance migrants need every ounce of 

that fat, and some even burn muscle. Several species of shorebirds were found to lose 

about 57% of their pre-migration weight during migration. That’s like a person dropping 

from 150 to 65 pounds on a one-week hike.

The mental challenge is sleep deprivation. Although some migrating birds employ 

unilateral sleep (one side of the brain sleeping at a time) and take micro-naps of a 

few seconds, migrating birds are clearly sleep deprived. Nevertheless, they show no 

cognitive decline. How they do it remains a mystery.  

—Curt Freese is a semi-retired ecologist who has worked in ecosystems around the world.

ODOR IS IN THE OLFACTORY BULB  
OF THE BEHOLDER 
Taylor Rubin

Turkey Vultures have many adaptations that help them 

thrive on a diet of carrion. You probably know about 

their bald heads, extremely acidic stomach acid, and 

strong hooked beaks. However, you may be surprised to 

learn about their super sense of smell. The size of birds’ 

olfactory bulbs (the areas of the brain that respond 

to scents) relative to the rest of their brain is often 

used as a way to estimate how di�erent species rely on 

their sense of smell. Some birds tend to have relatively 

small olfactory bulbs (passerines and parrots) whereas 

others tend to have relatively large olfactory bulbs, 

(Cathartes species: Turkey Vultures and Greater and 

Lesser Yellow-headed Vultures). Turkey vultures have 

olfactory bulbs that are four times larger than black 

vultures, even though their brains are 20% smaller! 

Brain size isn’t the only clue to this astounding sense. 

When presented with a choice between two steel balls, 

one filled with rotting meat (yum!), and one filled with 

odorless plastic, Turkey Vultures strongly preferred the 

stinky meat ball. Unlike the Crested Caracaras that were 

also tested, Turkey Vultures even preferred the stinky 

meat balls when scientists tried to trick them by painting 

the plastic-filled ball the color that they normally 

associated with food. Turkey Vultures are so good at 

using their sense of smell to find rotting meat that they 

are often the first scavenger species at a carcass, and 

sometimes they’re even tailed by other scavengers 

who aren’t such super smellers. I think we can all 

agree that Turkey Vultures are truly scent-sational!

—Taylor Rubin is a PhD candidate in Biology at CUNY 

Queens College and former Volunteer and Education 

Manager at Tucson Bird Alliance.
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THICK KNEES AND SPARSE NESTS 
Curt Freese

What is one of the largest shorebirds in the Western Hemisphere that is 

big-eyed, cryptic-colored, nocturnal, inhabits barren landscapes rather 

than shorelines, and has a noisy KEE, KEE, KEE alarm call that pierces 

the night? This question would have stumped me until 1972 in Costa Rica 

when I saw two Double-striped Thick-knees with their nest—little more 

than a scrape in the dirt—holding two mottled eggs. Nearly a month 

later, two precocial, peeping chicks hatched. Turns out, no one had ever 

published observations of an active Double-striped Thick-knee nest, and 

so I fulfilled my self-acclaimed moment of ornithological fame by doing 

so. I’ve been fascinated by this unusual, little-studied bird ever since. 

Thick-knees (their “knees”–actually ankles–are slightly larger than the 

average shorebird’s), also known as stone curlews, belong to a lineage 

that diverged from other shorebirds at least 40 million years ago. The 

family’s 10 species are scattered around the globe, with only two in 

this hemisphere: the Double-Striped and the Peruvian. Thick-knees 

are nocturnal hunters of insects and other small prey. Because of their 

diet and loud alarm calls, the Double-striped is sometimes semi-

domesticated to control insects and serve as a “watch-dog.” It’s not 

surprising that the only Double-striped recorded in Arizona, in 1989, 

was determined—likely much to the observer’s disappointment—to be 

an escaped pet originally from Guatemala. However, wild ones may be 

coming our way. The Double-striped’s range is expanding northward due 

to deforestation and perhaps climate change. Last fall a wild juvenile was 

spotted in the US for the first time in many years near San Antonio, Texas. 
SUPREME OWL SENSES   
Jennie MacFarland, Director of Bird Conservation

Everything about owls is amazing and they have numerous adaptations that make them e�cient 

predators. Besides their long talons and powerful feet for snatching prey, it is their abilities of 

sight and hearing that make them elite nocturnal hunters. Their low light vision is up to 100 times 

better than ours. They can see in near-total darkness, yet they also have very good daytime vision. 

Further, owls have excellent depth perception, in some ways superior to our own vision, especially in 

perceiving objects in 3D. Owls also utilize amazing hearing abilities, more sensitive than other bird 

species with eardrums that are proportionally larger. Other physical adaptations make their hearing 

even more of an asset for pinpointing the exact location of their prey. Their face feathers form a 

“disk” shape, similar to a satellite dish, which funnels sound to their ears. The ears themselves 

are not symmetrical on their heads, with the left ear positioned lower on their skulls. This slight 

di�erence in positioning allows them to better pinpoint the source of a sound they are hearing, such 

as a rustling rodent that is soon to be a meal. 

A SUIT OF FEATHERED ARMOR 
Matt Gri�ths, Communications Coordinator

“Murder hornets” were big news a few years ago when they were found 

in the US and were seen destroying whole honey bee colonies in mere 

hours. This largest hornet in the world, also known as the Asian giant 

hornet, is a fierce, two-inch long insect with a deadly and painful 

sting that has killed humans. As with most social bees and wasps, the 

hornets have hives filled with developing larva, a bonanza for any 

animal willing to take the risk. But what if there is no risk? The Oriental 

Honey Buzzard, one of the many types of honey buzzards, is a hawk 

that has evolved ways to take advantage of the hives of these stinging 

insects and feast like there is no tomorrow. This medium-sized forest 

hawk strikes at hives talons-first, tearing o� chunks of honeycomb, 

flying o� and feeding on the grubs at a safe distance. If it decides 

to just dig right into a hive, it doesn’t get stung due to a number of 

neat features. Its legs and feet have thick scales that stingers cannot 

penetrate and its eyes have a protective layer. Coolest of all, honey 

buzzard feathers are tough and so densely layered that they act like 

a suit of armor, and they may also contain a chemical insect repellent. 

Let the feast begin!

Great Gray Owl, Mick Thompson

Oriental Honey Buzzard, Hari K. Patibanda

Double-striped Thick-knee, Greg Lavaty
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THE STINKBIRD 
Diana Rosenblum, Membership & Development Coordinator

The Hoatzin, colloquially known as the “stinkbird,” is unique to South 

America—and within the bird world itself. Belonging to its own order, this 

arboreal species is about two feet long with a rusty-colored underside and 

face, dark back, prominent crest, blue face, and red eyes. Visually striking, 

this bird promises to engage a few of your other senses as well.

Living among the Amazon and Orinoco river basins, the Hoatzin is strictly 

vegetarian and primarily eats leaves. It breaks down plant matter in its 

crop similarly to the way a cow’s digestive system ferments vegetation, 

causing gaseous eruptions and a strong, manure smell that gives rise to 

its unflattering nickname. This feature helps keep predators at bay, but if 

stench alone doesn’t do the job, young Hoatzin have two further methods of 

protecting themselves. When threatened, juveniles can escape predators by 

dropping into the water below their nesting sites and swimming for a time, 

before using claws on their wings to climb back up into their nests. These 

claws are lost in adulthood, but their presence has drawn comparisons to 

the fossil Archaeopteryx. Hoatzin are indeed modern dinosaurs, and should 

be respected as such, even if they (unintentionally) make you gag!

Hoatzin, Greg Lavaty

MASTER MIMICS 
Matt Gri�ths, Communications Coordinator

Made famous by David Attenborough’s entertaining video footage 

many years ago, the Superb Lyrebird’s singing (and dancing!) skills 

are unmatched in the bird world. Its own songs are beautiful enough, 

but this Australian forest bird’s ability to mimic seemingly any type 

of sound is truly astounding. In its quest to impress female lyrebirds, 

males master the calls of as many species as possible, often in the 

range of 20–25 other birds! From a laughing Kookaburra to the 

whipcrack of the Eastern Whipbird, the mimicry is so good it can 

fool the original species too. Up to 80% of a lyrebird’s repertoire 

can be copied songs and sounds including amazing renditions of 

camera shutters, car alarms, people talking, steam trains, and even 

the cutting of trees by chainsaws—a sad and ironic situation. These 

skills really have to be heard and seen to be believed!

Superb Lyrebird, audiodam

HOW HARRIS’S HAWK STACK UP AGAINST THE DESERT 
Donito Burgess, Community Engagement Manager

Have you ever seen two hawks atop a telephone pole, standing on each other, and thought, “What 

are those birds up to?” In the open landscapes of the Sonoran Desert, Harris’s Hawks engage in this 

remarkable behavior known as “back-stacking.” In this unusual display, two to four hawks perch directly 

on top of one another, forming a living tower. What may look playful is actually a smart survival strategy 

shaped by life in a harsh, arid environment. In flat desert terrain, where tall trees and sturdy perches are 

limited, stacking gives the top bird a valuable height advantage. From this elevated lookout, a hawk can 

better spot small mammals moving through brush and keep watch for potential threats. When natural 

vantage points are scarce, using one another as living perches is a practical and ingenious solution.

Back-stacking also highlights the species’ unique social structure. Harris’s Hawks are the only 

known raptors that regularly hunt cooperatively in family groups. This behavior may reinforce social 

bonds, clarify dominance—the top bird often being the dominant matriarch—and strengthen 

coordination within the pack. Ultimately, back-stacking is more than a funny curiosity. It’s a vivid 

example of adaptation, cooperation, and survival, perfectly suited to the challenges of the beautiful 

desert Southwest.

Harris’s Hawk, David Vincent
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COMMON BIRDS,  
UNCOMMON FACTS

ANNA’S HUMMINGBIRD 

The most common year-round hummingbird 

in Southeast Arizona, it sings more than any 

other North American hummingbird and its 

songs are learned and complex, unusual in non-

passerines.

BROAD-BILLED HUMMINGBIRD 

This metallic green and vibrant blue humming-

bird gets its name from the very broad base 

of its bright orange-red bill. More and more of 

these birds spend the winter in the US, and 

Tucson seems to be the epicenter!

CACTUS WREN 

Conspicuous in behavior, size, and plumage, 

this boldly patterned species is related to 

tropical wrens in Mexico (larger and unlike the 

rest of North America’s wrens) and is Arizona’s 

State Bird.

COOPER’S HAWK 

Flying through vegetation to catch birds is 

dangerous—a study of Cooper’s skeletons has 

shown 23% had healed-over bone fractures. 

Anecdotal evidence also suggests the hawks 

have learned how to drive prey into windows to 

aid in hunting.

COMMON RAVEN 

One of the most widespread birds in the 

world and the largest-bodied of all passerines, 

Common Ravens have been known to work 

together to solve novel problems, and young 

birds partake in complex “play,” including 

dropping and catching objects in flight, “tug-of-

war,” “king-of-the-hill,” and pulling the tail of a 

predator.

COSTA’S HUMMINGBIRD 

Able to enter a torpid state on cold nights, it 

can reduce its body temperature and slow its 

heart rate to about 50 beats per minute—a 

normal resting rate is 500 to 900 times per 

minute!

CURVE-BILLED THRASHER 

Plant cholla in your yard and you may attract 

thrashers (90% of the time they nest in this 

cactus!) and enjoy their serenades—they 

are often the first and last birds to sing in the 

morning and evening.

EUROPEAN STARLING 

Very large flocks create the amazing 

phenomena of murmurations, a shape-

shifting aerial mass of birds using “scale-free 

correlation,” where the starlings continually 

coordinate their unified twists and turns with 

their seven nearest neighbors!

GAMBEL’S QUAIL 

Downy chicks are precocial—born ready to 

run and able to speed 20 feet per second as 

adults!—with eggs synchronized to hatch 

together after the mother vocalizes to the 

chicks who “peep” to one another through their 

eggshells.

GILA WOODPECKER 

The cavities Gila Woodpeckers excavate in 

saguaros are invaluable nest sites for birds 

that can’t create their own holes: Elf, Western 

Screech, and Ferruginous Pygmy-Owls; 

Ash-throated and Brown-crested Flycatchers; 

Purple Martin; American Kestrel and more.

HOUSE FINCH 

Released in New York in 1939 from western 

North America, the species quickly spread 

across the eastern United States and southern 

Canada and now has one of the widest 

ecological ranges of any North American bird, 

occurring on the edges of northern taiga and 

dry forests, coastal areas, urban centers, and 

desert habitats.

Common Raven playing, Ned Harris 

Broad-billed Hummingbird showing broad bill,  

Dan Weisz.

Gambel’s Quail chick, Rick Cameron

B I R D  SU P ER P OWER S

Common birds are sometimes unfairly overlooked, but there are 

probably good reasons for them being common. In most cases, 

these species have extraordinary adaptations that allow them to be 

so successful, and many of these birds can be found right in your 

own yard or local green space.
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HOUSE SPARROW 

Closely associated with human development 

and in many cases dependent on it for survival, 

the House Sparrow occupies a great proportion 

of the planet with an estimated population of 

500,000,000 pairs! 

LESSER GOLDFINCH 

An accomplished mimic, it incorporates 

snippets of the songs of many species, 

including Ash-throated Flycatcher, Verdin, 

Curve-billed Thrasher, American Kestrel, scrub-

jays, and even a rock squirrel’s call!  

LUCY’S WARBLER 

The smallest of our New World warblers, and 

one of only two that nest in cavities, it is found 

in very arid mesquite habitat, unusually dry for 

a North American warbler. 

NORTHERN CARDINAL 

Cardinals are the perfect mix of color, sound, 

and style, so it’s no wonder they are the state 

bird of seven states.Their party trick? They are 

known to peel grapes and discard the skin to 

eat the fleshy fruit inside!

NORTHERN MOCKINGBIRD 

Accomplished mimics of bird song and other 

sounds, an individual bird’s repertoire can 

contain over 200 song types. This diversity 

serves mainly to attract females and is not so 

much associated with territorial defense.

RED-TAILED HAWK 

By far the most common bird of prey in North 

America, its raspy call is often used in movies 

and TV shows to represent the sound of nature, 

and any other hawk (or eagle!), no matter the 

location.

VERDIN 

Prolific builders, they make customized nests 

for breeding and roosting and for any weather 

condition. Entrance holes of thin-walled nests 

are oriented toward breezes in summer and 

away from cold winds in thickly-lined nests 

during winter.

VERMILION FLYCATCHER 

The “ruby, fire-headed” mascot of Tucson Bird 

Alliance achieves its highest US population 

density in Tucson and is sexually dimorphic, a 

rare trait in North American flycatchers.

YELLOW-RUMPED WARBLER 

Able to switch over to eating berries in winter, 

they are uniquely able to digest 80% of the 

wax-coated fruit of bayberries and wax myrtles, 

allowing them to winter farther north than any 

other warbler.

Verdins working on nest, Doris Evans

House Sparrow, Frederick Mitchell, Jr.

Red-tailed Hawk callng, David Kreidler

Matt Gri�ths 

Communications Coordinator 

mgri�ths@tucsonbirds.org
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AWESOME ANIMAL ADAPTATIONS

FROGS AND TOADS 
Frogs and toads are hugely successful even in desert areas, with amazing 

adaptations evolved over millions of years. They have great vision with 

large protuberant eyes set high on top of the head that allow an almost 

360 degree field of view—important as frogs can’t turn their heads or 

move their eyes. Once prey has been spotted, the frog’s long tongue 

thwaps out, capturing it on a sticky pad at the tip. Mucus glands in the 

tongue pad and “glue” glands in the roof of the mouth re-sticky the pad 

for the next meal.

Frog eyes also have an incredible function that has nothing to do with 

vision. Frog and toad tongues are attached at the front of the mouth, 

rather than the rear like most animals, so they can’t use it to help with 

swallowing. Instead, the frog’s eyes retract into holes in the top of its skull 

to push food down the throat. I guess frogs need to watch what they eat!

Frogs also have a versatile skin—it can absorb water, but also has a 

respiratory function. Frogs breathe with their lungs, but as long as the skin 

is moist, they can absorb oxygen through it directly into the bloodstream. 

They can even breathe underwater, absorbing oxygen through the skin 

directly from the water.

It is so important that their skin remains moist and permeable (not 

thickening), that frogs shed their skin as often as once a week, eating the 

shed skin to retrieve the nutrients.

GRASSHOPPER MICE  
We usually think of mice as gentle little vegetarians, but the grasshopper 

mouse is a tiny terror, a fierce and e�cient predator, hunting and killing 

scorpions, centipedes, spiders, small snakes, various insects, and even 

other mice!

Grasshopper mice mate for life and both parents feed and care for the 

young and teach them how to hunt. They bite the stinger o� scorpions 

before eating them, and not only are they immune to the venom, but they 

are able to detoxify it, transforming it into an analgesic in their bodies! 

They dispatch other mice quickly with a bite to the back of the neck. 

Pinacate beetles do a handstand and spray a toxin through their rear 

ends which deters most predators, but grasshopper mice know all about 

this trick. They grab the beetle with their paws, shove the smelly end 

in the sand and bite o� the good part, leaving a trail of beetle bottoms 

embedded in the sand.

Perhaps the most fascinating thing about grasshopper mice is that the 

males defend territories by vocalizing like tiny wolves, standing on their 

hind legs with the head thrown back and emitting high pitched howling 

calls. If you hear these tiny calls in the night when camping, zip your 

sleeping bag a little tighter and be grateful that grasshopper mice weigh 

only an ounce and a half!

In the Sonoran Desert, nature has pulled out all the stops with incredible adaptive 
superpowers to ensure that each species thrives and succeeds. As we look deeply 
at any animal, even the common ones that we see often, we discover how truly 
amazing each is.

Pinau Merlin is the author of A Guide to 

Southern Arizona Bird Nests and Eggs 

and writes frequently about the natural 

history of the Southwest. 

Couch’s spadefoot toad, Doug Backlund Grasshopper mouse, Pinau Merlin
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KANGAROO RATS  
If you polled people about their favorite rodent, kangaroo rats would win 

paws down. Not only are they inordinately cute and appealing with their 

large, lustrous eyes, silky fur, showy tail and big feet, their lifestyles and 

intricate adaptations to a life without free water are truly superpowers.

Kangaroo rats are famous for never drinking water, but their other 

attributes are just as amazing. They maintain a water balance by only 

being active at night when it’s cooler and they have external fur lined 

cheek pouches where they can stu� big caches of seeds without having 

to continually open their mouths and lose valuable moisture. This allows 

them to carry many seeds to their burrow, reducing time above ground, 

and minimizing exposure to predators.

Like tiny kangaroos, they hop bipedally, an adaptation that has evolved 

in many deserts around the world as a means of moving speedily in open, 

sparsely vegetated areas. With their powerful back legs, kangaroo rats 

can jump six to nine feet in a bound, aided by their strong back muscles, 

large feet, and a strengthened pelvis which absorbs shock. The foot 

bones are fused for extra strength when landing and the feet have furry 

cushioning. All this comes in handy when a foraging kangaroo rat passes 

too close to a waiting sidewinder. As the snake strikes, the rat leaps with 

lightning reflexes straight up into the air. The snakes have learned about 

these jumping rodents (hoppy meals?) and may stretch up and try to 

strike again. The kangaroo rat can fling its long tail around with enough 

momentum to change directions mid-air and kick the snake with both 

feet, forcefully enough to send it reeling! The kangaroo rat (aka “Ninja 

Rat!”) bounds away while the snake is still trying to collect itself.

Another way kangaroo rats avoid predators is with their exceptionally keen 

hearing. They can perceive very low frequency sounds, such as the wing 

beat of an approaching owl or the slightest movement of a snake, giving 

them advance warning. They have emergency holes and short escape 

burrows around their territory to duck into. Even so, this isn’t foolproof 

and kangaroo rat skulls show up in many owl pellets. Kangaroo rats are 

also a major prey item of kit fox, which raise their pups primarily on them. 

Despite these challenges kangaroo rats still seem to thrive. These little 

tough guys are superlative rodents, courageously fighting o� snakes while 

thriving in intense heat and aridity. Among all the fascinating animals in 

Arizona, kangaroo rats stand out for their charismatic charm, pulchritude, 

and panache.

BEGUILING BATS  
We would be hard pressed to find another animal as amazing and intriguing 

as bats. They have evolved a fantastic array of adaptations as a night flying 

mammal. A necessary requirement for flight is being light weight. Bats, 

being mammals, have heavy jaws and teeth and solid bones, but have 

lightened their load by reducing muscle mass, and having lightweight 

wings and slender bones. Most bats have trouble supporting their weight 

upright (compression) on their slender leg bones, but can easily support 

their weight when hanging upside down (suspension). Bats have a strong 

foot grip but can fall into flight by releasing the grip and spreading their 

wings—a very energy e�cient way to launch. Their legs are slender enough 

that most bats can’t leap up from the ground to fly and must climb a tree or 

tall object from which to fall into flight.

Bats’ lightweight, naked wings e�ciently dissipate the enormous amount 

of heat generated from flying, but when resting, bats quickly lose heat 

and moisture through the wings. To maintain body temperature and water 

balance, bats seek environments with precise and stable combinations of 

temperature and humidity in which to live, such as caves (although not all 

bats are cave dwellers). They wrap their wings around their body and some 

large eared bats curl their ears while sleeping to conserve body heat.

One of the most fascinating things about bats is how they tolerate high 

ammonia levels. In large caves with several million bats producing urine 

each day, the ammonia levels are so high it can drop a human in minutes, 

but these little bats with their tiny lungs are unfazed. They allow carbon 

dioxide (a base) to build up in their blood and tissues to the point where 

the acidic ammonia is neutralized as they inhale it!

The many di�erent bat species hunt in a variety of ways. Some fast-

flying bats use extremely loud echolocation calls to hunt, while others fly 

slowly in and around bushes and foliage using “whisper” calls to snatch 

caterpillars, moths, and beetles. Others use only their incredible hearing to 

listen for the footsteps or wingbeats of insects up to 16 feet away.

We live on a planet with a fantastic diversity of life with truly ingenious 

adaptive strategies. Albert Einstein said it well: “There are only two ways to 

look at life. One way is as if nothing is a miracle, the other is as if everything 

is a miracle!”

Banner-tailed kangaroo rat, Doug Backlund Pallid bat, Doug Backlund
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SURVIVING THE DESERT: 
INCREDIBLE PLANT STRATEGIES

SUCCULENCE 
Succulent plants, such as cacti and agaves, have developed storage structures in their 

leaves, stems, and roots, enabling them to hoard and conserve water during periods 

of drought. Leaves and stems of most species are fleshy and have waxy cuticles that 

retard water loss.   

DROUGHT TOLERANCE 
Drought tolerance is an adaptation used by many plants to withstand arid conditions. 

Some of these strategies include:

• Small leaves: less surface area for giving o� moisture

• Waxy or resinous leaf coatings: retard water loss

• Shedding leaves during dry periods: reduces transpiration/moisture loss

• Protective coloration: gray-green leaves/stems reflect more light and remain cooler 

than dark green leaves

• Leaves/stems with vertical orientations: avoid intense middle-of-the-day sun exposure

• Hairs, spines, and thorns: self-shade

• Photosynthetic bark: plants are able to photosynthesize in the absence of leaves 

DROUGHT EVASION 
As drought evaders, annual wildflowers escape unfavorable conditions by “not existing” 

during dry periods. They complete their entire life cycle during brief wet periods and 

then die back after channeling all of their energy into producing flowers and seeds. 

Seeds that fall from plants onto the ground become dormant and have the ability to wait 

out adverse environmental conditions, sometimes for decades. Most wildflowers in the 

Sonoran Desert are winter-spring species, and they are the flashy ones that attract the 

most attention: Mexican gold poppy (Eschscholzia mexicana), desert lupine (Lupinus 

sparsiflorus), and owl clover (Castilleja exserta), to name a few. A smaller group of 

annuals grow only in response to summer rains, including devil’s claw (Proboscidea 

parviflora) and summer poppy (Kallstroemia grandiflora).

We all know that birds have superpowers, but so do plants! There are many 

challenges associated with living in an arid environment, most notably water 

acquisition and storage; decreasing transpiration; and protection from intense 

sunlight, heat, and cold. Sonoran Desert plants use remarkable strategies to 

cope with these challenges, including succulence, drought tolerance, and 

drought evasion. 

TOP: Spines do a lot, Lynn Hassler;  

BOTTOM: Annual wildflowers are short termers, Lynn Hassler

Lynn Hassler 

Green Gardeners Volunteer Captain 

Historic Y
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SAGUARO (Carnegia gigantea): Their 

accordion-like structure allows them to expand 

and contract based on the amount of available 

moisture, and shallow horizontal roots close 

to the surface of the ground enable quick 

intake of rainwater. The spines reflect sunlight 

and provide shade, while tough waxy tissue 

prevents water loss. Microscopic pores through 

which plants take in and release oxygen, 

carbon dioxide, water vapors and gases—called 

stomata—open only at night to avoid moisture 

loss during the heat of the day. 

AGAVE (Agave spp.): Thickened succulent 

leaves emerge from a single point forming 

rosettes that channel rainwater to the succulent 

roots, e�ectively irrigating themselves.

BRITTLEBUSH (Encelia farinosa): Light 

gray-green leaves are densely covered with 

soft matted hairs that reflect sunlight. Plants 

shed leaves during dry periods and enter a 

dormancy stage.

PALO VERDE (Parkinsonia spp.): Minute 

leaflets drop in response to heat and drought, 

and photosynthesis takes place in the green 

branches and trunk.

OCOTILLO (Fouquieria splendens): Drought 

deciduous, ocotillos drop their leaves to 

preserve moisture—which is why they look like 

a bunch of dead sticks for much of the year. 

Remarkably, plants may green up again within 

48 hours of a good rain.

CREOSOTE (Larrea tridentata): This aromatic 

shrub has small resinous leaves to prevent 

water loss. Leaflets may fold together during 

periods of moisture stress and may alter their 

angle to minimize direct solar radiation. Plants 

have a double root system—radial and vertical 

roots ensure a water supply from surface rains 

and ground water.

ENGELMANN’S PRICKLY PEAR (Opuntia 

engelmannii): Pads have vertical orientations 

so that the photosynthetic surface facing the 

sun is most direct in morning and late afternoon 

rather than during the hottest rays of the day. 

Thick, flat pads with waxy cuticles retain water, 

and spines reflect sunlight, create shade, and 

prevent predation by hungry critters. 

TEDDY BEAR CHOLLA (Cylindropuntia 

bigelovii): Shrubby, water-storing cholla with 

a dense armament of formidable spines that 

protect plants from heat, cold, and predation.

Saguaro, cobalt 123

Agave rosette for water channeling, Lynn Hassler

Brittlebush, Matt Gri�thsGila Woodpecker in green photosynthetic bark of 

palo verde, Laura Sta�ord Covic

Ocotillo leaves yellow before dropping, Lynn Hassler

Small resinous leaves of creosote prevent water loss, 

Scott Olmstead

Vertical prickly pear pads, Lynn Hassler

Armament of teddy bear cholla spines, Rick Cameron

Not all plants fit neatly into these 

three general strategies for survival. 

Most familiar desert plants have their 

own unique coping mechanisms.
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The Paton Center for Hummingbirds provides the perfect atmosphere for 

enjoying the superpowers of hummingbirds. Home to the Violet-crowned 

Hummingbird and a handful of other species such as the Broad-billed, 

Anna’s, Black-chinned, and Rufous Hummingbird, this wildlife sanctuary 

is an ideal place to witness their tiny size paired with their remarkable 

energy. From the birding trails to the busy feeders, every corner o�ers a 

chance to watch these dazzling birds in action.

Hummingbirds display many unique forms of flight that most birds cannot 

perform. They can fly in all directions, forward, backward, and even 

occasionally upside down, and they are the only birds that can regularly 

sustain backward flight. They are also known for their ability to hover, 

which comes from their wing structure and rigid shoulder joints. This 

connection allows their wings to move in a figure-eight pattern that helps 

them hover and maneuver with precision. 

In addition to these impressive skills at close range, hummingbirds are 

capable of incredible journeys across great distances. Some species 

can fly 3,000 miles or more when migrating from their winter grounds in 

Mexico to breeding areas as far north as Alaska. Before this demanding 

trip, these small birds may store nearly half their body weight in fat—tiny 

butter balls preparing for a marathon!

How can hummingbirds withstand such energetic feats? The secret lies in 

their ability to consume large amounts of sugar-rich nectar throughout the 

day. They can also enter a form of hibernation on cold nights to conserve 

energy without building heavy fat stores that would slow them down. 

Hummingbirds have a very large heart compared to their body size, and it 

beats extremely fast. A hummingbird heart can beat up to 1,260 times per 

minute while in flight, and they can take 150 to 250 breaths per minute, 

all to power wingbeats that may reach thousands of beats per minute 

while hovering.

To recover from this intense e�ort and survive cool nights with little food, 

hummingbirds rely on a remarkable energy saving strategy called torpor. 

Torpor is a period of physical inactivity that slows a hummingbird’s heart 

rate and breathing and lowers its body temperature so it can save energy 

overnight. This means they need less food to survive cold temperatures. 

There are di�erent levels of torpor, and hummingbirds do not enter it 

every night. Their need for torpor depends on how much energy they 

have stored.

Together, these remarkable adaptations, precise flight, long migrations, 

and careful energy conservation help hummingbirds survive and 

thrive in challenging conditions. Please visit us at the Paton Center to 

experience the magic of hummingbirds and observe these enchanting 

behaviors for yourself.

Learn about visiting or volunteering at the Paton Center for Hummingbirds 

at TUCSONBIRDS.ORG/PATON-CENTER.

PATO N  CEN T ER  FO R  H UM M I N G B I R DS

Violet-crowned Hummingbird, Dan Weisz Broad-billed Hummingbird, Lois Manowitz Rufous Hummingbird, Mick Thompson

TINY WINGS, MIGHTY JOURNEYS  
AT THE PATON CENTER

Alexis Stark 

Site Manager  

Paton Center for Hummingbirds 

astark@tucsonbirds.org
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I see birding as a treasure hunt. I never know what I will see or discover 

each time I venture out into nature—the magical moments of watching bird 

behavior is my favorite part of observing birds. I love to watch flycatchers 

sally out from their perch to catch bugs midair or on the surface of the water. 

One of my favorite flycatchers is the Vermilion Flycatcher, so I thought it 

an appropriate subject for my first column. I think every photographer I 

know has a zillion photos of this vibrant bird. Okay, I was a math teacher 

and I know that a zillion isn’t a real number, but you get my point. It’s a 

stunning bird, and in the right light you have to press the shutter button, it’s 

a photographer birder imperative. Imagine my surprise when I was editing 

photos from a trip to El Rio Preserve in Marana and discovered a fish in a 

Vermilion Flycatcher bill, not an insect! Editing photos can often give me 

details I was not expecting to see and a fish was definitely not on my radar.

I later learned that Arizona photographer Je�ry Scott had also photographed 

a Vermilion Flycatcher actively catching fish at El Rio. His photographs were 

the first to show this behavior and were highlighted in the March 12, 2025 

article in Audubon magazine. Kenn Kaufman shared that the behavior 

is rare for Vermilion Flycatchers, but that a larger flycatcher, the Great 

Kiskadee, catches fish. Since other members of the Tyrannidae family 

catch fish, maybe the Vermilion Flycatcher has an innate instinct to as well.

As the name “Flycatcher” implies, these birds eat flying insects. Vermilion 

Flycatchers are usually seen sitting on an exposed perch and then make 

a direct and acrobatic flight to catch a bug and return to the perch. If 

the insect is large, they bash the bug against the perch to subdue and 

soften it before consumption. Insects also play a role in the courtship 

process; the male will sometimes bring insects to the female. Maybe the 

El Rio male is scoring big points with the ladies by bringing fish instead of 

the same old dragonfly or beetle! It makes me wonder how many times 

birders, like myself, have looked through their binoculars and assumed 

that the flycatcher was eating an insect when it was actually a fish? Maybe 

Vermilion Flycatchers are eating more fish than we realize and we just 

need to document it with photographs. Whether you have a camera or not, 

be on the lookout for what your local Vermilion Flycatchers are eating!

Enjoy your magical moments with birds.

VERMILION
FISH-CATCHER?

Peggy Ste�ens, a retired educator, is 

passionate about teaching and hopes to 

inspire others through her photographs 

and anecdotes about birds.

Vermilion Flycatcher female eating dragonfly Vermilion Flycatcher male with fish

Can you spot it? A Vermilion Flycatcher perched above the water at El Rio Preserve. All photos by Peggy Ste�ens
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RIVER RESURGENCE THROUGH  

COMMUNITY BUILDING
In the heart of Tucson, where desert history and modern urban life meet, 

a river is flowing again. Along the stretch of the Santa Cruz River known 

as the Birthplace of Tucson, reclaimed water now moves steadily through 

a channel that ran dry for decades. And with the water has come a 

remarkable resurgence of bird life.

With support from the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation through 

the Five Star and Urban Waters Restoration Grant Program, Tucson Bird 

Alliance is working to ensure that this ecological revival is matched by 

community stewardship. The project focuses on creating safe passage and 

nesting habitat for birds along the urban river corridor between Speedway 

Boulevard and Irvington Road, an area encompassing 2,170 acres and 

more than 200 recorded bird species across ten eBird hotspots.

For over 4,000 years, the Santa Cruz River sustained both wildlife and 

human communities. Historical records show that the river flowed nearly 

year round through the mid twentieth century, supporting lush riparian 

forests. Beginning in the 1940s, groundwater pumping, water diversion, 

and erosion reduced the river to a dry channel except after heavy rains. 

In 2019, Tucson Water’s Santa Cruz River Heritage Project reintroduced 

treated reclaimed water into the riverbed. For the first time in years, water 

flowed consistently again. Monthly bird surveys and eBird data have since 

shown a significant increase in riparian-associated species and clear 

evidence that the corridor is being used as a migration stopover.

As wildlife returns, however, so do the risks that come with close proximity 

to urban development. Buildings line much of the river, and window 

collisions remain one of the leading human-related causes of bird mortality 

in the United States, with hundreds of millions of birds dying each year. To 

address this threat, Tucson Bird Alliance is distributing window decals for 

up to 200 river-facing windows at homes and businesses within the project 

area. These simple visual markers break up reflections and help birds 

recognize glass as a barrier rather than open sky or habitat. The Mission 

Garden and Desert Survivors nursery are the first to earn the title of “Bird-

safe Business,” two organizations deeply rooted in the community of the 

Santa Cruz River corridor.

Creating safe nesting opportunities is equally important. This project 

focuses on the Lucy’s Warbler, one of only two cavity-nesting warblers 

in North America and a species closely tied to healthy mesquite 

bosque habitat. A species of conservation concern, Lucy’s Warbler 

has experienced population declines largely due to the loss of riparian 

mesquite and intense competition for natural nesting cavities. In response, 

Tucson Bird Alliance developed an innovative triangular nestbox design 

that mimics the narrow crevices found in mature mesquite trees where the 

birds prefer to nest. Through this grant, 200 Lucy’s Warbler nestboxes will 

be built and distributed to homes, schools, and businesses near the river.

As of February 2026, the project has already reached a major milestone. 

Elementary and middle school students built 100 nestboxes during 

hands-on classroom lessons. Students installed the boxes on their 

school campuses or took them home to place in their neighborhoods, 

extending the project’s impact beyond the classroom. Tucson Bird Alliance 

distributed an additional 70 nestboxes directly to community members 

and partner sites with more on the way.

Restoration e�orts such as community trash cleanups are also central 

to the project’s success. In partnership with Tucson Clean and Beautiful, 

Sonoran Institute, and other local organizations, volunteers have removed 

more than 4,000 pounds of litter from the river corridor, surpassing project 

targets and improving habitat quality for birds and other wildlife.
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Olya Weekley 

Applied Conservation Program Manager 

oweekley@tucsonbirds.org

TOP: Santa Cruz River springs back to life, Michael Bogan

BELOW, LEFT TO RIGHT: Days of Connection tabling crew; Mission Garden Executive Director 

Alyce Sadongei; Lucy’s Warbler nestbox outreach; Desert Survivors Executive Director Hannah 

Woelke; Olya putting decals on a window

Education is at the heart of this project. Tucson Bird Alliance 

provides age appropriate lessons designed to connect youth 

with their local environment and inspire stewardship. Sta� 

also engage with neighborhood associations and participate in 

community events to distribute nestboxes and o�er practical 

guidance on making yards more welcoming to birds. Key 

outreach materials are translated into Spanish to better serve 

the diverse communities living along the river.

Today, the revitalized Santa Cruz River is more than a waterway. 

It is a living classroom, a migratory rest stop, and a powerful 

reminder of the deep connections between people and 

place in the Sonoran Desert. As the project moves toward 

completion later this year, Tucson Bird Alliance looks forward to 

strengthening partnerships, expanding bird safe practices, and 

fostering a lasting culture of stewardship along the river corridor.

By pairing habitat restoration with practical tools such as 

nestboxes and window treatments, and by investing in youth 

education and community engagement, this e�ort demonstrates 

how urban conservation can thrive. The river is flowing again, 

and with thoughtful action and shared responsibility, the future 

for Tucson’s birds can be just as inspiring.
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SCOUTING FOR BIRD HOMES
The Lucy’s Warbler is no ordinary warbler, and 

Boy Scouts working to become Eagle Scouts 

are no ordinary teens. The two came together 

last month as Andrew Martinez with Tucson 

Scouting America Troop 209 began the final 

phase of his community service project to attain 

the coveted rank of Eagle Scout. His project 

focused on increasing nest habitat for birds in 

Fort Lowell Park.

The Lucy’s Warbler is one of only two cavity-

nesting warblers in the US, and they are the 

only one in Arizona. They often use the park to 

feed but rarely stay to nest even though there 

are numerous mesquite trees, their preferred 

habitat. That’s because Lucy’s have very 

specific nesting requirements, which can be in 

short supply these days in urban areas. 

“Many of the mesquites in our parks and yards 

are pruned to make them look nice or for safety 

reasons,” said Olya Weekley, Tucson Bird 

Alliance Applied Conservation Program Manager. 

“This leaves few crevices and holes for cavity-

nesting birds to occupy.”

Martinez, 15, has volunteered with the nonprofit 

Friends of Fort Lowell Park since he was a Cub 

Scout. He heard the group wanted to improve 

bird habitat in the park so he o�ered to build and 

install nestboxes as part of his Eagle Scout project. 

“I started this project in late 2024,” Martinez 

said. “First I raised money for materials and 

came up with a safety plan. Then we went to 

work on the design and construction of the 

boxes. I have gained knowledge of bird habitat 

and wood working and am still learning.”

“We’re grateful for Eagle Scout projects because 

they allow us to work together to accomplish 

meaningful, on-the-ground habitat enhancement 

projects that would otherwise be challenging to 

complete with our limited funding and resources,” 

said Weekley, who oversaw the process.

Scouts from Troop 209 helped with all stages 

of the project. The group was unanimous in 

proclaiming that climbing trees was the best 

part. Scout Grant LeFebvre, 17, was tall enough 

to reach some of the higher placements.Eagle Scout candidate Andrew Martinez secures one 

of the many nestboxes he and the troop constructed 

as part of his community service project.

Tucson Bird Alliance intern Alex Zepeda (left) hands 

a drill up to Scout Grant LeFebvre (holding a bird box) 

while Eagle Scout Joaquin Martinez (right) steadies 

the ladder.

Scouts and Weekley arrive for a day of climbing 

trees and using tools in Fort Lowell Park.
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“I haven’t done anything similar to this,” 

LeFebvre said. “We learned to install the bird 

boxes on the east side of trees so the nests 

won’t get overheated in the afternoon. It’s sort 

of a puzzle almost. They need to be installed 

relatively level and spaced apart with good 

cover overhead like mistletoe or branches.” 

“It has been wonderful to have the Scouts help 

with this,” said Sheila Bowden, founder of 

Friends of Fort Lowell Park. “We get lots of bird 

watchers in the park so we’re rewilding an area 

along a historic ditch to create more nesting 

opportunities. We’re really excited about this.”

The boy scouts installed 16 Lucy’s Warbler 

nestboxes and six larger flycatcher boxes in 

time for migratory birds arriving in spring.

“Many species that don’t build open nests in 

the branches of trees will use the larger boxes, 

including flycatchers and Bewick’s Wrens,” 

Weekley said. “When they can’t find natural 

cavities and holes in tree trunks, they must rely 

on these manmade structures.”

“We want the birds to keep coming back to Fort 

Lowell Park,” Martinez said, “plus this project was 

a nice, peaceful way to hang out with my friends.”

Eagle Scout Pierce Jones secures a Lucy’s Warbler 

nestbox high in a mesquite.  

Tucson Scouting America Troop 209 spent most of the fall and winter 

constructing bird nestboxes under the leadership of Andrew Martinez.  

Photo courtesy Tucson Scouting America Troop 209.

THANK THE SCOUTS  
FOR FORT LOWELL PARK
The nonprofit Boy Scouts organization, now known as Scouting 

America, was instrumental in the birth of Fort Lowell Park. In the 

1940s, the Babbitt family of Flagsta� helped local Boy Scouts 

purchase a large part of the property to save it from development. 

Soon thereafter, local Tucson rancher Carlos Ronstadt helped the 

organization obtain the acreage containing the old Army post ruins. 

By the 1950s, the Scouts had funded the building of a roof over 

the old army hospital to shield the ruins from the weather but 

then realized they couldn’t a�ord to maintain the site. In the 

1970s, the Scouts sold the park to Pima County, and in 1984, 

Pima County transferred Fort Lowell to the City of Tucson. Today, 

the scouts volunteer with the Friends of Fort Lowell Park to help 

maintain the Wildlife Oasis at the main pond, which supports 

waterfowl and other wild creatures.

TOP: Lucy’s Warbler, Audrey Arnold.  

BOTTOM: Olya Weekley (right) demonstrates how best 

to position a bird box to Eagle Scout Pierce Jones (left).

Ann Bond is a member of  

Friends of Fort Lowell Park  

and Tucson Bird Alliance

Photos by Ann Bond
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After a much-needed wet winter, Sweetwater is looking very green and full of flowers this spring!  

The Fremont cottonwoods and Gooding’s willows are now covered in blossoms teeming with 

pollinators. Perhaps the most stunning of all the trees right now are the catclaw acacias covered in 

tiny yellow flowers.

Unfortunately, one of the plants that showed up this spring was invasive floating water lettuce, 

presumably introduced into the wetlands from dumped pet fish tanks. This tropical aquarium plant 

rapidly spreads across the water forming thick mats that prevent birds from swimming and deprives 

the water of oxygen to the detriment of dragonfly larvae and the benefit of mosquitoes. You may 

notice temporary closures this spring to spray herbicide, and the lowering of the water level in the 

east basin to dry out and restrict the movement of this highly invasive plant.

Wintering waterfowl are rapidly leaving to head north, with Northern Pintails, seemingly our first 

duck to depart, already gone by the end of February. This year brought some early arriving spring 

migratory birds. A territorial, male Black-chinned Hummingbird observed by Nate Peterson on 

March 2 was the earliest date recorded for the wetlands on eBird, and the first Lucy’s Warbler of 

spring was spotted by Luke Sa�ord on our March 4 bird walk.

Many of our resident birds are already nesting with Verdin easily being the most conspicuous and 

abundant, but a couple pairs of Vermilion Flycatchers are on nests as well. At least one Anna’s 

Hummingbird nest has already fledged young. This nest was right on the trailside and occasionally 

attracted large crowds for long periods. This has the potential to draw the attention of predators or 

cause the female to feed her young less frequently, or worse, abandon the nest. There are many 

ethical considerations for nest viewing, like keeping your distance and limiting your time near a 

nest. To learn more about how to safely view bird nests, check out Cornell Lab’s NestWatch Code of 

Conduct at NESTWATCH.ORG.

The biggest rare bird star so far this year has, without a doubt, been the immature Bald Eagle that 

hung around the area for two weeks. This young eagle, likely in its second year based on its mostly 

dark plumage, spent much of its time catching fish at Danny Lopez Park, but could be seen from 

Sweetwater resting on its preferred telephone pole. The massive raptor did make at least a couple 

visits into the wetlands to the delight of birders and the terror of all the waterfowl present! It was 

last seen in the area in early February and has hopefully moved on to fishier pastures.

This winter there were no rare wintering warblers aside from an uncommon male Wilson’s Warbler, 

but we did have two each of Summer Tanager and White-breasted Nuthatch, the latter lingering into 

March. A Least Bittern photographed on February 1 seemed awfully early to be a spring migrant—

my theory is this bird over-wintered as it stealthily avoided detection prior to this sighting. Soon the 

Least Bitterns chuckling calls will fill the wetlands, joining the wonderful cacophony of Red-winged 

Blackbirds, Song Sparrows, and other breeding birds. I hope to see you out there enjoying spring 

migration and maybe on one of our upcoming field trips or workshops!

Upcoming Workshops at Sweetwater:

• Brand New to Birding: Saturday, May 2

• Breeding Bird Behavior: Sunday, May 3

SPRING ARRIVES AT 
SWEETWATER WETLANDS

S WEE T WAT ER  S I G H T I N G S

Alex Patia 

Sweetwater Wetlands Coordinator 

apatia@tucsonbirds.org

TOP TO BOTTOM: A young Anna’s 

Hummingbird less than 24 hours after 

fledging; adult female Anna’s Hummingbird 

on her nest at Sweetwater; immature 

Bald Eagle on a post over at Danny Lopez 

Park; one of the two bobcat kittens last 

year cautiously watches a javalina; a rare 

continuing White-breasted Nuthatch.
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Tucson has o�cially earned its wings. On February 21, 2026, our city was 

proudly recognized as the 32nd Urban Bird Treaty City, joining a growing 

national network of communities committed to protecting migratory birds 

and creating healthier urban environments for both people and wildlife.

The Urban Bird Treaty (UBT) Program is a designation of the US Fish 

& Wildlife Service (USFWS) established to help reverse bird population 

declines by fostering partnerships among cities, nonprofits, agencies, 

and local communities. Through education, habitat improvement, hazard 

reduction, community science, and conservation action, the program 

connects people living in urban and suburban areas to birds and the 

natural world around them.

Tucson’s designation is the result of a collaborative, community-driven 

e�ort led by Tucson Bird Alliance alongside a coalition of core partners: 

City of Tucson’s Urban Forestry Program, DarkSky International Southern 

Arizona Chapter, Downtown Tucson Partnership, Pima Community College, 

USFWS’s Partners for Fish and Wildlife, and Sonoran Joint Venture. The 

nomination application, proudly supported by Tucson Mayor Regina 

Romero, showcased the extensive bird conservation e�orts already taking 

place throughout the city, powered by a diverse network of dedicated local 

organizations working toward shared goals. It also outlined a unified plan 

to build on that momentum over the next three to five years.

The o�cial celebration took place at Tucson Meet Your Birds, a lively 

community event held by Tucson Bird Alliance at Sweetwater Wetlands, 

welcoming more than 500 visitors on a cool desert morning. The 

community gathered to learn about Tucson’s incredible bird diversity and 

discover simple ways to make the city even more bird-friendly. During the 

event, Mayor Romero, representatives from the US Fish & Wildlife Service, 

and Tucson Bird Alliance came together to sign a symbolic treaty, formally 

recognizing both the work already accomplished and the ambitious plans 

ahead for birds in urban Tucson.

Achieving Urban Bird Treaty City status brings meaningful benefits to 

the city and region. The designation unlocks priority access to more than 

$250,000 in potential funding through the National Fish and Wildlife 

Foundation’s Five Star and Urban Waters Restoration Grant Program, 

helping catalyze future urban conservation projects.

Perhaps most importantly, Urban Bird Treaty City designation a�rms 

what many Tucsonans already know: our city is a place where people 

care deeply about nature. Through this program, Tucson will continue to 

create safer passage for birds, improve urban habitats, engage diverse 

communities through education and recreation, and build resilience in the 

face of climate change and continued urban growth.

Tucson’s birds and the people who cherish them have much to celebrate!

TUCSON TAKES FLIGHT AS  
THE NATION’S 32ND URBAN BIRD 
TREATY CITY!

Olya Weekley 

Applied Conservation Program Manager 

oweekley@tucsonbirds.org

Urban Bird Treaty City event at Tucson Meet Your Birds, Mike Hillman
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Thursday, April 16, 11am (AZ time) Virtual Presentation

FEATHER TRAILS: A JOURNEY OF DISCOVERY AMONG 
ENDANGERED BIRDS with Sophie Osborn
Birds are visible, vocal sentinels that alert us to environmental harms 

through their declining numbers or their failure to thrive. In her book, 

Feather Trails—A Journey of Discovery Among Endangered Birds, Sophie 

Osborn shares her personal experiences reintroducing endangered 

Peregrine Falcons, Hawaiian Crows, and California Condors to the wild. 

While immersing readers in the triumphs and tribulations of being a 

wildlife biologist, Sophie explores the threats that imperiled these birds, 

and reveals that what harmed them threatens us too. She will discuss 

what led to the endangerment of these captivating species, recount 

the e�orts of biologists to recover their populations, and read a few 

excerpts from her book that describe what it was like to work with these 

magnificent birds.

April 16 & 18

IT’S ALL IN THE FAMILY: BIRDING BY EAR 101 with Homer Hansen
Registration fee: $125/member, $175/non-member

Join local bird expert Homer 

Hansen for this two-part ID 

workshop focusing on bird 

song! Some of the especially 

enjoyable “first signs of 

spring” are hearing birds sing 

and knowing which species 

they are. This introductory, 

birding-by-ear workshop 

goes beyond using apps 

for identification and will 

introduce you to the basic 

framework for learning the 

voices of our master singers. 

The evening classroom 

session will include the 

natural history of vocalizations, how to read sonograms, and how to listen 

to and discern the basic components of bird song. The field trip will give 

participants a chance to practice recognition of these components in the 

field. Participants are expected to attend both the classroom and field 

portions for a holistic experience.

 

Sunday, April 19, 6–8pm In-person Social Event

BIRDS ‘N’ BINGO at Bawker Bawker Cider House
Come out to Bawker Bawker Cider House for some birds, brews, and bingo! 

Put your bird ID knowledge to the test, compete to win sweet birdy prizes, 

and sip some of the best cider in town with your friends from Tucson Bird 

Alliance! This event is free to join, but bring money for drinks/food.

Friday, May 1, 5am–12pm, Field Trip

PEÑA BLANCA CANYON with Luke Sa�ord
$50/member, $100/non-member

Trip di�culty: Moderate-Di�cult, about four miles total walking on gravel, 

sometimes rocky road through the canyon. Plan for heat and carry at least 

2 liters of water. Peña Blanca Canyon is just east of Nogales in the Pajarito 

Mountains and o�ers a great opportunity for birding up a canyon road in 

this beautiful oak/juniper/grassland drainage. A few sycamores o�er hope 

for finding Coppery-tailed Trogon, and if we’re lucky, we’ll see or hear 

one. More common birds to be looking for include Gray Hawk, all three 

Myiarchus flycatchers, Bridled Titmouse, Bushtit, three species of orioles 

and tanagers, and more. Montezuma Quail have been known to be in this 

drainage too. Carpooling to location will be arranged among participants. 

Limited to 10.  

 

June 26–28, Special Field Trip

INDULGENT BIRDING!  
At Casa de San Pedro with Kathe Anderson
This is a three-day program focusing on birds morning and evening, with 

afternoons free to relax at Casa de San Pedro (BEDANDBIRDS.COM) 

or explore the many natural and cultural resources of the area. This is a 

unique opportunity to experience a B&B dedicated to birds and birders 

(garnering 5 stars from 94% of those leaving reviews on TripAdvisor), and 

enjoy birding, unlimited pies, and more over three days of activities. You’ll 

be responsible for your costs of the program, and any incidentals you may 

incur. As a bonus, Casa de San Pedro is donating $10 of the nightly rate to 

Tucson Bird Alliance! See details and pricing online.

 

Friday, July 10,  8–10am Field Trip

SUMMERHAVEN STROLL with Luke Sa�ord
$35/member, $50/non-member

Enjoy a morning walk in Summerhaven looking for Red-faced Warbler, 

Hairy Woodpecker, Spotted Towhee, Western Tanager, and other high-

elevation specialties found in the mixed conifer forest. We’ll bird for about 

two hours and then head to Beyond Bread for an optional post-walk 

brunch (not included in the price of this walk), sitting on the veranda 

looking out over the forest. 

T U C S O N  B I R D  A L L I A N C E

Find details and registration for events/workshops at TUCSONBIRDS.ORG/EVENTS 
and for field trips at TUCSONBIRDS.ORG/FIELDTRIPS.

Birding by Ear, Curve-billed Thrasher singing, 

Francis Morgan

Red-faced Warbler in Summerhaven, Shawn Cooper
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Free-roaming cats—whether pets allowed 

outdoors, stray cats, or feral populations—are 

one of the most significant threats to birds in the 

United States. Research estimates that outdoor 

cats kill approximately 2.4 billion birds each year, 

a number that reflects both widespread outdoor 

access and the powerful hunting instincts cats 

retain, even when well-fed. It’s important to 

clarify that cats themselves are not the problem; 

they are behaving naturally. The challenge arises 

when domestic animals interact with ecosystems 

that are not adapted to their presence.

In Tucson, this issue is especially relevant 

because many desert bird species nest low 

to the ground or in shrubs, increasing their 

vulnerability. Even non-nesting birds are at risk, 

as the open desert landscape and fragmented 

suburban habitat can make quick escape from 

predators more di�cult.

Understanding this impact is not about 

placing blame, it’s about recognizing how 

our choices as pet owners influence local 

wildlife. By addressing unmanaged outdoor 

access, communities can significantly reduce 

unnecessary bird deaths while still ensuring that 

cats live enriched, healthy, and fulfilling lives. 

Paul and Cathy live on a quiet stretch of the Sonoran Desert, where their backyard 

is full of native plants and visiting birds. They wanted their ten cats to enjoy the 

outdoors too, just not at the birds’ expense. “We love our cats, but we also love the 

wildlife here,” Cathy said. “Free roaming wasn’t an option.”

Their solution was two connected catios built by Cat Topia, linked by a tunnel that 

lets the cats explore safely. “The cats spend hours outside watching everything,” 

Paul shared. “They get enrichment, and the birds stay protected.”

They planted chuparosa, wolfberry, brittlebush, and desert willow to support birds 

year-round  and placed feeders away from potential predator hiding spots. Bird-

safe window film and warm, shielded lighting further reduced risks to birds. “Small 

changes made a big di�erence,” Paul said.

Their backyard now reflects true coexistence, birds thriving in a native habitat, and 

cats enjoying the outdoors from the safety of their enclosure. As Paul put it, “We 

realized we could protect wildlife and enrich our cats’ lives at the same time.”

Matthew Hildebrandt 

Cat Topia Marketing Director 

C AT  TO P I A

STEPS TO REDUCING  
CAT-BIRD CONFLICTS
• Never feed stray cat colonies, which can increase 

uncontrolled hunting.

• Keep pet cats indoors or provide secure outdoor spaces 

such as catios.

• Report feral cats to local shelters or animal control

• Encourage neighbors to keep cats contained through 

community pledges or shared guidelines.

• Keep bird feeders and baths 10–12 feet from dense 

shrubs or fences, and use ba�es or cages when needed.

• Educate others on how simple actions—like keeping a 

single cat indoors—can save hundreds of birds each year.

• Build a catio! Cat Topia has partnered with Tucson 

Bird Alliance and will donate 5% of any build if TBA is 

mentioned. Visit THECATTOPIA.COM.

A SOLUTION TO THE IMPACT OF 
FREE-ROAMING CATS ON BIRDS

TUCSONANS PROTECTING 
WILDLIFE WHILE ENRICHING 
THEIR CATS’ LIVES
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WHO? You! Anybody can participate 
in this tradition begun in 1987. You can 
form, join, or donate to a team.

WHAT? Birdathon is like a walk-a-
thon, but instead of counting miles or 
steps, you count bird species!

WHERE? Bird anywhere in the world, 
from your backyard to Borneo! 

WHEN? April 1–30. You make the  
call: Go birding for 24 hours, half  
a day, a week, or the whole month!  
Team registration is now open.

WHY? Have fun birding with friends and 
family while simultaneously supporting 
Tucson Bird Alliance. Participants also can 
win prizes in our competition categories, 
including Big Day, Grand Champions, 
Best Bucks for Birds, and more!

Go birding and raise critical funds for Tucson Bird Alliance in the month of April! 

BIRDATHON WRAP UP PARTY 

Tuesday, May 12 at Three Canyon Beer and Wine Garden 
Celebrate another successful Birdathon! Enjoy food and drink while we share 
Birdathon stories and hand out prizes.

SUPPORT  

A BIRDATHON  

TEAM TODAY!

TUCSONBIRDS.ORG/BIRDATHON

APRIL 1–30 
BIRDATHON IS HAPPENING NOW, CREATE YOUR TEAM TODAY!

CELEBRATING THE HEART OF OUR FIELD TRIP PROGRAM
At the core of Tucson Bird Alliance’s community engagement are our remarkable volunteer field 

trip leaders. In a typical year, thanks to their dedication and willingness to show up in all conditions, 

we are able to o�er more than 300 field trips across Southeast Arizona. These outings connect 

people of all backgrounds to the wonder of birds and the natural world, reinforcing our mission of 

“inspiring people to enjoy and protect birds.” Such an accomplishment is only possible because of the 

volunteers who consistently give their time, energy, and expertise.

Our leaders guide participants through the intense triple-digit heat of summer, and even the 

occasional frigid winter morning—always with enthusiasm and a commitment to making each outing 

meaningful. They share not only their birding skills, but also their passion for conservation, creating 

experiences that foster curiosity, community, and a deeper appreciation for the habitat we all rely on. 

Their e�orts help make birding accessible, educational, and joyful for thousands of people each year.

We are profoundly grateful for every volunteer who has stepped up, binoculars in hand, to lead others 

into the field. Their service strengthens our programs, expands our reach, and ensures that the next 

generation of bird lovers and conservation advocates has a place to learn and grow. Tucson Bird 

Alliance would not be who we are without them.

Field trip at Tucson Meet Your Birds, Mike Hillman

Donito Burgess 

Community Engagement Manager 

dburgess@tucsonbirds.org
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WHY DO YOU VOLUNTEER WITH TUCSON BIRD ALLIANCE?

Wade: I wanted to meet more of the 

birding community here in Tucson 

and to give back to a community and 

activity that has been transformative 

for me. 

Gabby: Having just moved to the 

area, I wanted to participate in 

something that could potentially help 

the community, as well as introduce 

me to great new people!

WHAT WERE YOUR VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCES LIKE AT 

SWEETWATER WETLANDS?

W: My experience was amazing! Although I felt nervous about volunteering 

here for the first time, I quickly felt at home, meeting many fellow birders 

and seeing how many folks were there in support of this awesome event. 

I spent most of my time chatting with people and encouraging kids and 

families in their scavenger hunts (I was at the kid’s table). Overall, my 

experience was fun and rewarding. 

G: Everything was really great! There were so many great stations to learn 

about the local birds and habitats that make this area so special. I worked 

at the Habitat at Home booth and loved getting to learn more about the 

Sonoran Desert’s native plants and how they shape the kinds of habitats 

and birds we see. I got to hand out native plants to folks with some facts 

about their growing needs and habitat provisions for birds.

WHAT GOT YOU INTO BIRDING?

W: I was introduced to birding when I was around five. Growing up in 

South Africa, I spent a lot of time with my grandparents when I was young, 

and they frequently took me to the local wildlife park to observe the 

avifauna. I became really fascinated with birds when I started seeing the 

large and charismatic raptors in Africa—Lappet-faced Vulture, Martial 

Eagle, and Tawny Eagle come to mind. 

G: I’m not entirely sure, but for as long as I can remember, I have always 

loved watching birds and other wildlife. As a kid, I remember correctly 

identifying Cedar Waxwings on a playground one day, and I have loved 

them ever since. While I’ve only been listing the last two years or so, I am 

always content to watch birds doing bird things.

WHAT’S YOUR FAVORITE BIRD?

W: This is such a tough question for me to answer. It definitely changes 

day-to-day. Right now, I am really liking the Green Heron. They can be so 

loud and sound “frustrated,” which is always funny to watch. They also 

make great subjects for photography, being low to the water and grabbing 

prey with explosive speed.

G: This is an impossible question for me to answer, but I really have a soft 

spot for seabirds. Right now, I would say I’m really into Tufted Pu�ns. But 

I also love the ever-present Verdins here.

IS THERE ANYTHING FUN YOU’D LIKE TO SHARE ABOUT 

YOURSELF?

W: I am a birder but also a general naturalist and love all wildlife! I 

am definitely excited for some migrating birds this spring, but also for 

reptiles to become more active and visible. I’m really eager to see a 

Coppery-tailed Trogon, which I hope to get on my list this year! I am a 

bird and wildlife photographer, you can find my work on most platforms 

with @WILDLIFEWADE.

G: I am a birder, but I also really love learning about the complexities 

of all aspects of the natural world (especially marine life). I work as a 

freelance artist on the side, depicting local wildlife in paintings, pen and 

ink drawings, or digital works. You can find my work on Instagram @

TYPACOO_DRAWS.

VO LU N T EER S

Gabby and Wade Holm are young birders that recently moved to Tucson. They’re 

wildlife enthusiasts who are excited about finding the unique and diverse bird 

species of the area. Gabby and Wade participated in their first volunteer event at 

Tucson Meet Your Birds, and we got to hear from them about their experience!

MEET YOUR VOLUNTEERS

Grace Donahue 

Engagement & Retail Coordinator

gdonahue@tucsonbirds.org

Gabby Holm volunteering with Tucson Bird Alliance’s Kari Hackney, Director of 

Habitat Stewardship, at the Habitat on Wheels booth, Mike Hillman

Activities at the Kids table where 

Wade Holm was volunteering, 

Mike Hillman
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www.ventbird.com  n 800.328.VENT (8368)  n 512.328.5221  n info@ventbird.com

India
W O R L D W I D E  B I R D I N G S I N C E 1 9 7 6  

From vibrant Kolkata, the cultural heart of India, to
the mangrove wilderness of the Sundarbans and the
national parks of Darjeeling, this extraordinary journey
offers a new and unmatched way to experience India. 

At the center of the adventure is a seven-night voyage
aboard the luxurious Ganges Voyager, tracing a living
corridor of wildlife, history, and human tradition 
along one of the world’s great rivers. Crafted by Victor
Emanuel Nature Tours, leader in birding and nature
travel, this expedition blends natural history with
strong elements of history and culture, appealing to
serious-minded birders and general interest travelers
alike. Highlights include:

● Excellent birding and wildlife in wetlands, 
mangroves, and Himalayan foothill forests

● Exploration of the Ganges and Sundarbans, home
to river dolphins and rich birdlife

● The oak and rhododendron forests of Singalila 
National Park, home to an array of eastern Himalayan
birds

● Visits to temples, colonial palaces, monasteries,
and historic towns

● A journey on the Darjeeling Himalayan Railway to
a renowned Buddhist monastery

● Photographic opportunities throughout

The late fall is an ideal time to visit India, with good
weather and an abundance of birds, from radiant
kingfishers and bee-eaters to majestic raptors and
hornbills.

This is not a typical India tour. It is a one-of-a-kind
VENT journey.

Innddiiaa::  GGaannggeess  RRiivveerr  CCrruuiissee  aanndd  HHiimmaallaayyaass
aboard the Ganges Voyager
December 4-20, 2026 / Limit: 35
Cabins begin at $17,995 per person in double 
occupancy from Kolkata
Leaders: Barry Lyon, Brian Gibbons, Scott Baker
and Raj Singh

( Pre- and post-trips available )
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Ganges River Cruise & Himalayas
A Signature Expedition by Victor Emanuel Nature Tours

December 4-20, 2026

A DV ER T I S E M EN T
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S O U T H E A S T  A R IZO N A  B I R D I N G  FE S T I VA L

AUGUST 12–16, 2026
Registration opens Tuesday, April 28, 10am MST

See the schedule and register at TUCSONBIRDS.ORG/FESTIVAL

Held at the DoubleTree by Hilton Hotel at Reid Park

Painted Redstart 
Richard Hickson

PRESENTED BY

Join us this August as we celebrate the diversity of 

bird life in Southeast Arizona and inspire each other 

to deepen our commitment to the birds and places 

we love. You’ll have the opportunity to join a myriad 

of events, including:

• Specialized field trips designed to find the most sought after 

birds of the Sky Islands and Sonoran Desert.

• Bird photography workshops and opportunities to test out the 

latest gear from our camera and optic sponsors.

• Daily social hours in the spacious Nature Expo where you’ll 

make connections with birders from around the world.

• Learn the basics of birdwatching in the field or the classroom 

with enthusiastic leaders.

Featured Guests include:

Rosemary Mosco is an author, illustrator, and 

speaker whose work connects people with the 

natural world. Mosco will be discussing her book, 

The Birding Dictionary, a “dictionary” filled with 

hilarious and informative definitions for more than 

200 birding terms.

A songwriter and birder, Bonner Black is a 12-year 

Music City veteran, and is an avid birder whose 

birding videos have over 15 million views. Tickets 

for Bonner’s festival concert at 191 Toole will be 

going on sale beginning Monday, March 30.

Paul Bannick is an award-winning author and 

photographer who makes images to inspire 

education and conservation. Enjoy his program, 

Woodpecker: A Year in the Life of North American 

Woodpeckers, and join him on field trips to look for 

owls and woodpeckers.
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Costa’s Hummingbird, Hemant Kishan

Thanks to everyone who participated in the recent Tucson Meet Your 

Birds event, it was truly a team e�ort. Over 500 people attended, and for 

many, it was their first time interacting with Tucson Bird Alliance. We gave 

away free native plants and nestboxes, shared information about invasive 

stinknet, led multiple bird walks, and sold merch at the pop-up Nature 

Shop. We also had many community partners, including Mayor Regina 

Romero, join us for an o�cial signing ceremony designating Tucson as 

an Urban Bird Treaty City through the US Fish & Wildlife Service. We are 

grateful for all the sta�, partners, and volunteers who made this event 

possible. We can’t wait until the next opportunity to “meet our birds!”

WOO HOOT! BIRDY NEWS BITES WORTH CELEBRATING

Donito Burgess at the Nature Shop booth; exploring the wetlands on a walk, photos by Mike Hillman

In memory of Bob Atwood from James Schouten

In memory of Brandon Siebinaular from Terry Friesland

In honor of Cynthia Pruett from Karen Howe & James FitzGerald

In honor of Daniel Kuhlmann from Peter Kuhlmann

In memory of Francisca & Amancio Ramirez from Lupe Ramirez

In honor of Judith Andrew from Kerry Inman

In memory of Kathy O’Neill from Carole Marlowe

In honor of Len & Karrie Muscolino from Annabelle Grish

In memory of Lillian Bernice Tagliaferri from Robert Johnson

In memory of Margaret Caldwell from Marcella Caldwell

In memory of Marge Simons from M&M Dawson

In honor of Matt Gri�ths from Diane Gri�ths

In honor of Olya Weekley from Ethel-Marie & Doug LeVasseur

In honor of Robin Baxter from Emily Neufeld

In memory of Sally & Gary Cagle from Catherine Cagle

In memory of Shirin Antia from Lyn Loveless

In honor of Sue Conner & Sherm Eagles from Megan McGinnis

In honor of Todd Esque from Sara Eckert

In honor of Tristan Brosanders from Stewart Sanders

To Wayne Griswold from Bonnie Taylor

SUCCESS AT SWEETWATER!

GIFTS IN HONOR OR MEMORY OF



Corvids (jays, ravens, crows) are known for their 

intelligence, from tool use to complex social structures. 

They have large brains for their body size and can solve 

puzzles at the level of a seven year old child. They have 

also been known to give gifts to each other and even 

to humans. Crows especially have made a name for 

themselves as top-notch gift-givers. 

People have reported being gifted an array of trinkets 

including marbles, glass, keys, golfballs, earrings, 

buttons, beads, bones, and even a toy car! This behavior 

is known as “gifting” among corvid researchers, and it 

surely is one of the birds’ superpowers.

The reasoning behind gifting is not known for sure, but 

there does seem to be a connection between how 

much a human positively engages with a crow or group 

of crows. Crows are able to recognize and remember 

individual human faces and interactions. Recorded 

cases of this behavior often began after a person 

rescued a crow or began consistently feeding them. 

Crows may use gift-giving as a way to cement a bond 

with a useful “food-dispensing” human or they may view 

it as a form of trade or thank you. Whatever the reason, 

this relationship becomes mutually beneficial, the crows 

are fed and the humans are entertained.

As Director of Development, do you see what analogy I 

may want to make here?

If you guessed comparing the relationship between 

humans and crows to that of the relationship Tucson 

Bird Alliance has with our supporters, you are correct! 

“Trinkets” from you, our supporters, come in many forms, 

including your time, knowledge, trust, treasure, and so 

much more. In turn, we commit day after day to working 

hard to ensure a future where people, birds, and our 

shared habitats thrive. 

I appreciate each and every one of you and the 

relationship we’ve created. 

 Thank you,

T H E  FI N A L  CH I R P

American Crow, Greg Lavaty

Erica Freese 

Director of Development & Communications 

efreese@tucsonbirds.org

GIVING IS YOUR SUPERPOWER

FOR A COMPREHENSIVE LIST OF WAYS TO GIVE, 

PLEASE VISIT: TUCSONBIRDS.ORG/DONATE.
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Roadrunner Plushie 

$22.00

Long legs, alert eyes and a curious posture give this 

Earth Keeperz roadrunner a lively desert personality, 

inspired by one of the Southwest’s most recognizable 

birds. These soft plushies are made from high-quality 

recycled materials and designed to endure all-day 

play. With this roadrunner in tow, fun is sure to follow!

Swarovski My Junior Binoculars 7x28 

$610.00 / $549.00 for members

My Juniors are made for curious explorers of all ages. 

Lightweight, easy to handle, and incredibly clear, 

they bring the world closer, delivering sharp, steady 

views. They’re perfectly sized for smaller hands, but 

don’t be fooled, plenty of adults love how comfortable 

and portable they are.

Yellow Warbler Felt Coin Purse 

$15.00

Tuck a little charm into your day with our zippered 

felt coin purses! Just the right size to happily hold 

your change, car keys, credit cards, and other tiny 

treasures (5.5" x 4.25"). Each purse features playful 

bird-inspired designs that make it oh-so-giftable, while 

each purchase supports the Nepalese communities 

that make them.

Lucy’s Warbler Tote 

$26.00

Carry your essentials in style with this charming 

Lucy’s Warbler Tote! Featuring a beautiful 

illustration of Arizona’s beloved tiny songbird, this 

sturdy cotton bag combines everyday practicality 

with artistic flair. Every purchase directly funds our 

Nestbox programs, helping protect Lucy’s Warblers 

in their natural habitat.

A Pocket Guide to Pigeon Watching: Getting to Know the 

World’s Most Misunderstood Bird by Rosemary Mosco 

$14.99

Pigeons have lived alongside humans for centuries—as 

pets, messengers, racers, and even prized show birds—

yet today they’re often overlooked. A Pocket Guide to 

Pigeon Watching blends illustrated field guide and lively 

history to help readers rediscover the bird’s charm and 

realize they’re far more remarkable than their reputation 

suggests. See Rosemary at our Southeast Arizona Birding 

Festival this August!

Classic Vermilion Kid’s Tee 

$20.00

Is your kid a budding birdwatcher? Then this shirt 

is sure to delight! Featuring our classic Vermilion 

Flycatcher design, this 100% cotton t-shirt by Atlas 

Screenprinting is as comfy as it is cool. The little 

birders in your life will thank you for this vibrant, 

comfy cotton tee.

NATURE SHOP 

300 E University Blvd #120, Tucson 85705 (corner of University & 5th Ave) · 520-629-0510 

Wednesday–Friday: 10 am–4 pm; Saturday: 10 am–2 pm 

Visit us in-store or online at: TUCSONBIRDS.ORG/SHOP

MEMBERS RECEIVE 10% OFF, INCLUDING BINOCULARS!

TUCSON BIRD 
ALLIANCE  
NATURE SHOP

There’s never any sales tax since we’re a non-profit. All purchases support our mission to protect birds and their habitat.


