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Songbird Monitoring Along the Mississippi River

he Mississippi River corridor is one of North

America’s four major flyways. The Audubon
Society estimates that more than 325 bird species
use this route twice each year, flying between their
breeding grounds in Canada and the northern United
States and their wintering grounds along the Gulf of
Mexico and in Central and South America. The public
lands that comprise the Mississippi National River
and Recreation Area benefit from this abundance and
nurture it by protecting habitats for both migrating and
nesting birds.

Songbirds are just one part of this large group of
migratory species, and some of them stop in the

Twin Cities area to nest during the summer months.
We monitor songbirds along the upper Mississippi
because they are important indicators of habitat quality
and—because they are the most commonly observed
wildlife—they are popular with park visitors.

There are 49 points scattered among nine city, county,
and regional parks in the 72-mile length of the national
park boundary. Each point is visited once in June to
document all birds heard and seen. A total of 88
species have been documented, (average of
62 species per year) since surveys began in
2015.

While it has its share of forests, this set of survey points
is unique for its coverage of grassland habitats. This is
the only Great Lakes Network park in which the Bell’s
Vireo has been found (four heard or seen in 2019).
And it is one of only two parks (the other is Sleeping
Bear Dunes National Lakeshore in Michigan) that are
home to nesting grassland birds such as Grasshopper
Sparrows, Henslow’s Sparrows, and Dickcissels.

Still, based on an analysis of of data collected from
2015 through 2018, the most common species were
woodland and “urban” birds.

2015-2018

The Black-capped Chickadee was the most densely
populated species at 139 birds/mi? followed by

Ranger Sharon and a group of visitors look and listen for birds along the trail at
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American Goldfinch (97 birds/mi?) and American
Robin (84 birds/mi?). Eastern Wood-Pewee was the
only species with a significant trend, increasing at 8
birds/mi*/year.

The Black-capped Chickadee, American Goldfinch, and
American Robin are the most densely populated species along
the upper Mississippi River. The Eastern Wood-Pewee is the
only species that is signiﬁcantly increasing. PHoTOS (cLockwisE FROM TOP

1er7): NPS/S. Reece, NPS/A. Larever, NPS-Macautay Lisrary-CLO/A. Braororo, NPS/J.
GAMBLE.

There were no stastically significant trends in
population density among the guilds along the river.
(A guild is a group of species that share a common trait
such as habitat type, nest location, or food source.)




However, small declines in some guilds will be watched
in the future, including among insectivores such as the
warblers and flycatchers, birds found in successional/
agricultural/scrub habitats such as the Bell’s Vireo, and
urban species such as the robin and Blue Jay.

The Mississippi Flyway has always brought birds of
all kinds to the Twin Cities area, especially in spring
and fall. The variety of habitats found in parks along
the riverway are a haven for many birds who stay
for the summer to nest and raise young. We monitor

these nesting species to know more about the state of
the riverway and to ensure that the birds themselves
continue to be a part of the national park experience in
the Twin Cities.

What Will the Future Sound Like?

One study comparing bird population changes
under two different climate scenarios predicted high
turnover of species populations along the upper
Mississippi River by mid-century (2041-2070) if

the nation continues on its current path of rising
emissions'. The goldfinch
and robin, mainstays

of the summer bird
popuation, are predicted
to not do as well in summer but
better in winter. The Bell’s Vireo

is predicted to expand its range and
become more abundant in the area,
as is another bird of scrub habitats:
the Great-tailed Grackle. This long-
legged blackbird is predicted to move
north into the area in both summer and
winter. The closest population is just over
the border in Iowa, but if predicted climate
changes prevalil, this showy bird could
become a regular part of life along the upper
Mississippi River.

The Great-tailed Grackle can be found in open habitats with water
nearby. The northern limit of their range is in lowa, but they are

predicted to move into southern Minnesota by mid-century.
Proto NPS cottecTion-Macautay Lisrary-CLO/D.CLark
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For more information on songbird monitoring, find this report and others on the Great Lakes Network website, www.nps.gov/im/glkn/landbirds.htm.
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