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Watching and Counting Winter Birds 
 
By: Richard Winstead, Supervisory Wildlife Biologist 
 
One of the exciting trends in collection of natural resource data is 
citizen-based census and monitoring. Citizen-based means that 
residents and visitors volunteer to collect and record information 

about what they observe around them. Citizen-based monitoring has been used 
effectively for wildlife health issues (West Nile virus, avian influenza, chronic 
wasting disease), invasive species problems (aquatic and terrestrial plants and 
animals), and plant phenology (timing of growth and reproductive stages). Efforts 
by everyday people, young and old, are coordinated by government, university, 
and non-governmental organizations and shared with everyone who wants to 
know about species occurrences, population trends, and overall biological health 
of geographic areas.  
 
With over 100 years of citizen science involvement, one of the longest running 
citizen-based census efforts is the annual Christmas Bird Count (CBC), 
coordinated by the National Audubon Society. It is an early-winter bird census, 
where thousands of volunteers across the US, Canada and many countries in the 
Western Hemisphere, go out over a 24 hour period to count birds. CBC 
volunteers follow specified routes through a designated 15-mile diameter circle, 
counting every bird they see or hear all day. 
 
It’s not just a species tally — all birds are counted all day, giving an indication of 
the total number of birds in the circle that day. If observers live within a CBC 
circle, they may arrange in advance to count the birds at their feeders and submit 
their data. All individual CBC’s are conducted in the period from December 14 to 
January 5 each season, and each count is conducted in one calendar day. 
 
Last winter marked the 110th annual CBC and 2,160 counts were completed, 
reporting a total of nearly 56 million birds. Indiana’s 38 CBC counts included 703 
observers in the field and an additional 108 feeder watchers. A total of 1,662 
hours were spent afield, including 199 hours at feeders and 87 hours of nocturnal 
birding, counting 141 species of birds. Goose Pond (Greene County) had the 
highest species total with 105, followed by 102 from Lake Monroe (Brown and 
Monroe Counties). 



 
In 2007, CBC data was instrumental in the development of two Audubon State of 
the Birds Reports. “Common Birds in Decline” revealed that some of America's 
most familiar birds have taken a nosedive over the past 40 years, and “WatchList 
2007” identified 178 rarer species in the continental U.S. and 39 in Hawaii that 
are imperiled. In 2009, the data was instrumental in Audubon’s Birds & Climate 
Change analysis, which documented range shifts of bird species over time. 
These three reports help scientists and policy-makers to both identify threats to 
birds and habitat, and promote broad awareness of the need to address them. 
 
The Great Backyard Bird Count (GBBC) is another citizen-based winter bird 
census. Started in 1998, it is led by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology and the 
National Audubon Society with Canadian partner, Bird Studies Canada. Anyone 
of any age or skill level can participate by counting birds and entering their tallies 
online. Only birds known by the observer are reported. Help may come from a 
field guide or ID tips on the GBBC web site. 
 

Birds can be counted anywhere there are 
birds — in your backyard, a nearby park, 
your schoolyard, or a nature center. Birds 
are counted for at least 15 minutes on 
one or more days during the GBBC. Mid-
February coincides with the peak of 
migration for many early migrants and it 
affords an opportunity to detect changes 
in those early treks northward. This 
annual four-day event is scheduled for 
February 18 to 21 in 2011. 
 
Every sighting reported in the GBBC 
becomes part of a permanent record that 
anyone with Internet access can explore. 
Anyone can track year-to-year changes in 
the abundance and distribution of birds 
and learn about the complex patterns of 
winter bird movements. Trends indicate 
how well birds are faring in the face of 

environmental changes such as urbanization, global climate change, and 
disease. Patterns detected in GBBC data are used to alert scientists to particular 
species or questions that may require more detailed follow-up studies. 
 
The 2010 GBBC (13th year) broke a participation record of bird watchers across 
the continent and Hawaii by the submission of more than 97,300 checklists. 
Checklists came in from all 50 states in the U.S. and from all 10 provinces and 
three territories of Canada. Participants reported 602 species in 11.2 million 
individual bird observations. Indiana participants submitted 1,989 checklists and 



reported 126 species in 227,234 bird observations. Evansville had the highest 
species total with 78, followed by Bloomington with 65. 
 
Lots of individuals and families contribute to our knowledge about birds by simply 
reporting what they see in their local area. The sheer volume of data from all 
those participants clearly shows the value of citizen-based science. Besides it’s a 
great way to spend time outdoors, have fun, and share experiences with others!  
 
For information about how you can help, visit: 
 
http://birds.audubon.org/christmas-bird-count 
 
http://www.birdsource.org/gbbc/ 
 
 
For more information on bird watching on the Hoosier National Forest contact 
Richard Winstead at (812) 547-9246 or by email at: rwinstead@fs.fed.us 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

A female northern cardinal shuns winter chills by fluffing up its feathers. A year-
round resident, this species’ range has been expanding northward since the early 
1800s, possibly as a result of moderate temperatures and a greater availability of 

feeders. 
 

(USFWS public domain photo)    
 


