The importance of Great Smoky
Mountains National Park for wood thrush

Large, intact forests are believed to be important population
sources for Neotropical landbirds. Great Smoky Mountains
National Park, at the border of Tennessee and North Carolina, is
one such area, with 508,198 acres (205,665 ha) of contiguous for-
est in the center of 4.9 million acres (2 million ha) of public land.
The park’s temperate climate, broad temperature and moisture
gradients, and steep, complex topography all contribute to a
diversity in bird species unlike any other area in North America.
To evaluate the role the park plays in maintaining regional song-
bird populations, three researchers studied the productivity of
the wood thrush (Hylocichla mustelina [Simons, T. R., G. L.
Farnsworth, and S. A. Shriner. 2000. Evaluating Great Smoky
Mountains National Park as a population source for the wood
thrush. Conservation Biology 14(4):1133-44]). Great Smoky
Mountains National Park is estimated to support a wood thrush
breeding population of approximately 10,000 nesting pairs.

The high productivity of wood thrushes in the Great Smoky
Mountains (3.31 nestlings per successful nest) indicates that the
park provides high-quality nesting habitat. But daily nest survival
rates also were below those reported in studies of wood thrush-
es in other areas, suggesting that the park may support more
diverse and abundant predators. The researchers concluded that
although Great Smoky Mountains National Park is a substantial
population source for wood thrushes on a local scale, its poten-
tial to sustain regional or continental wood thrush populations is
limited. Their findings indicate that large areas of suitable habi-
tat outside protected areas and other public lands are necessary
to sustain continental breeding populations of Neotropical birds.



