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BIOLOGICAL

DIVERSITY

OF

ECUADOR

Tim Parker, Associate Professor and Chair, Biology
and Environmental Studies at Whitman College will
talk about his 2016 sabbatical in Ecuador. By some
measures, Ecuador is the most biodiverse country on
Earth. Professor Parker spent half of 2016 living in
northern Ecuador, and as much of that time as was
possible exploring varied habitats, birding, and
meeting people who are working to conserve the
biodiversity of that spectacular country. In this talk, he
will discuss some of the stunning diversity of
Ecuadorian ecosystems, consider threats to those
ecosystems, and explore and evaluate the multitude of
different conservation paths pursued by Ecuadorians
and outsiders. And he promises to show as many good
bird photos as he can.

Field Trip
OTHELLO SANDHILL CRANE FESTIVAL
March 23—25, 2018
Something a little different this month: Instead of a group field trip, we
encourage everyone to make individual plans to attend the 21st annual Othello
Sandhill Crane Festival a short 1-hour and 45-minute drive from Walla
Walla. Learn about the spring return of Sandhill Cranes, channeled scablands
created by Ice-Age Floods and much more. Go for the day or stay overnight, but
make your plans early as many of the tours fill up quickly, especially those led each
day by Mike and MerryLynn Denny. Also, you might want to attend lectures by
Mike on native bird habitat adaptations and Tim Parker, Whitman College
professor, on sagebrush ecosystems.
In addition to numerous tours and lectures, there will be children’s programs,
guided walks, exhibitor and vendor displays and much more. Another option is to
take a self-guided tour of the Columbia National Wildlife Refuge. Check out the
festival brochure at www.othellosandhillcranefestival.org/2018-registration, then
make your plans and have a great time.
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The World Around Us
NATIVE PLANT DATABASE

IN SEARCH OF SNOW

National Audubon has a goal to put a million birdfriendly plants in the ground. To see what plants are
available in our area, I entered my zipcode (99362) and
received the following suggested list of native plants to
choose from. Here is that list:

In a recent article, Deborah Kidd, Marketing Manager of
Washington State Nature Conservancy, voiced her
concerns about the lack of snow in the Cascade
Mountains. On a trip in mid-February she found
conditions distinctly unideal for outdoor recreation.
According to an assessment by the University of
Washington Climate Impacts Group, overall winter
conditions are tracking warmer even though winter
conditions can vary throughout a given season.

Big sagebrush
Artemisia tridentata
Bitter cherry
Prunus emarginata
Black hawthorn
Crataegus douglasii
Cascade Oregon grape Mahonia nervosa
Cascara false buckthorn Frangula purshiana
Choke cherry
Prunus virginiana
Common snowberry
Symphoricarpos albus
Creambush
Holodiscus discolor
Four-line honeysuckle Lonicera involucrata
Golden current
Ribes aureum
Great red Indianpaintbrush
Castilleja miniata
Grouseberry
Vaccinium scoparium
Holly-leaf Oregon
grape
Mahonia aquifolium
Nootka rose
Rosa nutkana
Orange honeysucke
Lonicera ciliosa
Red elder
Sambucus racemosa
Rocky mountain maple Acer glabrum
Rubber rabbitbrush
Ericameria nauseosa
Saskatoon serviceberry Amelanchier alnifolia
Scouler’s willow
Salix scouleriana
Smooth sumac
Rhus glabra
Sulphur-flower wild
buckwheat
Eriogonum umbellatum
Western thimbleberry Rubus parviflorus
White sagebrush
Artemisia ludoviciana
Wood’s rose
Rosa woodsii
Arrow-leaf balsamroot Balsamorhiza sagittata
Bluebell of Scotland
Campanula rotundifolia
Common sunflower
Helianthus annuus
Common yarrow
Achillea millefolium
Crimson columbine
Aquilegia formosa
Scarlet skyrocket
Ipomopsis aggregata
Showy milkweed
Asclepias speciosa
Smooth blue American
aster
Symphyotrichum laeve
Virginia strawberry
Fragaria virginiana
Bluebunch fescue
Festuca idahoensis
Grand fir
Abies grandis
Lodgepole pine
Pinus contorta
Net-leaf hackberry
Celtis reticulata
Paper birch
Betula papyrifera
Ponderosa pine
Pinus ponerosa
Western larch
Larix occidentalis
White alder
Alnus rhombifolia
How many of these plants do you have in your yard?

Kidd suggests “Our environment will take a hit
alongside associated businesses—from ski resorts and
state parks to gear retailers and mountainside services
that rely on seasonal traffic. Winter recreation brings
$1.7 billion annually to Washington’s economy. By
2050, the Pacific Northwest could lose nearly 50 percent
of historic snow accumulation.”
As the athletes braved some extremely cold weather at
the Winter Olympics in February, abundant snow and
consistent chill are no longer norms in other go-towinter locales. The New York Times recently reported
that by midcentury, nine former Winter Olympics sites
may not be reliably cold enough for the Games.
“It is up to all of us to add our voices to the growing
chorus calling for action” states Kidd in the article.
“Time spent among snow-laden evergreens is precious,
awakening the adventurer inside all of us. Whether we
ascent mountains for sport, business or leisure,
perspectives are shifting, just like our climate. We can
no longer take the snowy season for granted. To sustain
our slopes and the communities that surround them,
climate-change action is everyone’s responsibility.”
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Migration

Bird of the Month

Hooray, it’s time for migration to begin! Actually it
already has begun with the sighting of tree swallows on
January 30. Some birds that used to arrive back in the
Walla Walla Valley in February have been seen during
the winter months in recent years suggesting that they
are now overwintering in small numbers in the county.
However, they will become more readily found in
March. This group includes:

GREAT EGRET Ardea alba

Say’s phoebe
Killdeer
Yellow-rumped warbler
Killdeer
Loggerhead shrike
Hermit thrush
Spotted towhee
Savannah sparrow
Fox sparrow
Here’s a list of new birds to be on the lookout for during
the month of March.
Mountain bluebird
Western bluebird
Sandhill crane
Caspian tern
Long-billed curlew
Violet-green swallow
Northern rough-winged swallow
Cliff swallow
Vesper sparrow
Turkey vulture
White-throated swift
Red-naped sapsucker
American avocet
Black-necked stilt

Mountain and Western Bluebirds
Photos by Rodger Shoemake

Size: 38 inches
Description: Large all white
bird with a long neck, yellow
bill, and long black legs. In
breeding season long plumes
grow from its back. Flies
with a powerful, slow
wingbeat.
Photos by Rodger Shoemake

Great egrets are a elegant wading bird that live in
freshwater and marine wetlands. Because of their
plumes, they were hunted nearly to extinction in the late
nineteenth century, sparking conservation movements
and some of the first laws to protect birds. They are the
symbol of the National Audubon Society.
Their food consists mainly of small fish, but they also
eat amphibians, reptiles, birds, small mammals and
invertebrates. They hunt in belly-deep water, wading in
search of prey or simply standing still to wait for prey to
approach.
The male builds a nest platform from long sticks and
twigs high above the ground in the top of a trees before
pairing with a female. The two then complete the nest
which can be up to 3 feet across and a foot deep. It is
lined with plant materials but is not typically reused
from year to year. Clutch size varies from 1-6 eggs.
Incubation period is about three weeks followed by a
nesting period of another three weeks. Nestlings
compete fiercely with each other and dominant chicks
sometimes end up stabbing and killing the youngest
siblings. The chicks also threaten and attack intruders at
the nest.
Great egrets walk
with their neck
extended and their
wings close to
their body giving
it a long elegant
look. Then, when
resting they tuck
their neck into their body and rest on one leg as shown
in this photo.
They used to be considered uncommon in the winter in
Walla Walla County, but in recent winters they have
become a more common sight, especially at McNary
NWR.
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News from the Board
CONSERVATION: Chris Howard
 Sent a letter to State Senator Maureen Walsh
supporting the Clean Energy Bill on behalf of Blue
Mountain Audubon.
 Chris is actively monitoring and defending the
Migratory Bird Act on behalf of BMAS.
 The Board agreed to support a letter from
Washington Wild in their defense of National
Forrest Roadless Areas in Washington State in lieu
of several recent violations of the current rules and
several Forest Service proposals that would violate
roadless rules.
BIOBLITZ: Chris Howard
Blue Mountain Land Trust and the Umatilla National
Forest are partnering on a BioBlitz event on June 30 and
would like Blue Mountain Audubon to participate. It
will be a walk along the Mill Creek Trail from WWCC
to Bennington Lake. The objective is to get people out
into nature. There will be naturalists and others
stationed along the route to help identify and record
species of trees, plants, birds, mammals, insects, etc.
More information will be available in future newsletters.
NATURAL AREA
 Tom Land reported that Larry Malott cleared the
trails of downed trees and large branches.
 Tim Parker reported on his meeting with
representatives from the County Conservation
District to brainstorm ways of getting rid of the
poison hemlock along the trails. A discussion
followed with suggestions on how to proceed.
 Tom plans to meet with Andy Coleman, City Parks
and Recreation, to discuss development of a plan
that will have City approval to get rid of the noxious
weeds.
COMMUNITY OUTREACH: Mike Denny
Mike reported on surveys being done by Washington
State Department of Fish and Wildlife on badgers and
short-eared owls. For more information on sightings
contact WSDFW (509-527-4105).
TREASURER’S REPORT: Jonathan Webster
There are currently 121 paid local members of Blue
Mountain Audubon which is down slightly from last
year’s total.
National Audubon members are
encouraged to join BMAS to help support our local
chapter.
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Musings

by Chris Howard
Changes

Nature~The only thing that is constant is change…
and winter is more than happy to deliver that change.
Just ask the beavers. In December we began winter
with a blast of arctic air and a white Christmas that
allowed for some local x-country skiing around
Bennington Lake and golf course as well as a little
sidewalk shoveling. Then change happened. The arctic
jet stream plugged up its hole and delivered rain with
rapidly melting snow. The beaver family were all
snuggled into their dens when without warning the
Corp of Engineers began diverting water into the
lake. It didn’t take long before the surging waters
had chased the beavers out of their dens and the
lake took on its high level summer look. Suddenly the
beavers were homeless. When I found the lake to be
flooded and the beaver dens underwater I was very
curious about where the beavers went? I doubted
that they had drowned in their dens. I woke up
before sunrise and hiked around the lake to check
out their customary early morning gathering spot
around their dens but there was no sign of the
beavers. For the next couple of weeks I couldn’t
figure out to where they had dispersed.
Then there was the miracle of the ever changing
moon. I say miracle because for weeks the skies had
been completely cloud covered with no sign of the
moon or stars. Then on the night of the full moon,
the skies were completely clear. This was no ordinary
moon. It was called a “super” moon and because of its
close approximation to the earth, it was significantly
larger than a typical full moon. It was also a “blue”
moon because it was the second full moon in the
month of January. As soon as the huge golden moon
rose above the horizon, my wife and I headed out to
Bennington. It was a magnificent evening. The
moonlight was so bright that colors were easily
visible. The geese and ducks were making their
typical honks and quacks but there were other sounds
in the clear night air. Great Horned Owls were
hooting to each other from distant perches. My wife,
who has much better hearing than I do, heard a brief
call from a Northern Saw-whet Owl. We slowly
walked around the lake immersed in the golden light,
mesmerized by this gift of nature.
Later that evening, when standing on the cliff
overlooking the beaver dens, I spotted a couple dark
round objects in the shallow water making munching
sounds. Suddenly there was a loud slap of a beaver
tail against the water alerting all of our presence.
Soon I had counted 7 beavers swimming around in the
moon light. The beavers were back.
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Events
SANDHILL CRANE FESTIVAL
March 23-25, 2018

SANDHILL CRANES IN WASHINGTON
WDFW Report

All the pieces are finally in
place for the 2018 Othello
Sandhill
Crane
Festival,
March 23-25. This year’s
theme is “Water & Birds on
the Go.” In the past, the
festival has focused primarily
on the area’s wildlife. This
year, there is a much greater
emphasis on the reason the
area’s wildlife is there—the
abundant water in the forms of
irrigation and wetlands.
Photo by George Jameson

“I’m excited about this theme, because without natural
or irrigation water, many of the birds and wildlife would
not be here,” noted Kurt Braunwart, Co-chair of the
Festival. “Just as clean water is important for people, it
is also a key to healthy wildlife.”
While the focus of the Festival is celebrating the spring
migration of the Sandhill cranes, there are plenty of
opportunities for the whole family to enjoy and learn
about everything the Columbia Basin has to
offer.
Children’s activities will keep youngsters
entertained, while adults can take part in lectures on
topics ranging from drones and agriculture to wildlife to
the area’s fascinating geologic history. Of course, the
crane, birding, refuge, geology and agricultural tours are
the highlight of the Festival.
This year’s keynote speaker is truly unique. Stefan
Schlick, representing the Portland Audubon Society,
was born and raised in Germany, but relocated to the
United States in 1992. Over the last 25 years, he has
‘birded’ extensively throughout Europe and North
America. His Saturday evening lecture will explain why
cranes have been fascinating people all over the world
for centuries.
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is a proud partner of
the Othello Sandhill Crane Festival, and Columbia
National Wildlife Refuge will be the destination for
most of the tours. However, Denise McInturff, a Visitor
Services Specialist with the agency, noted, “Columbia is
a special place any time of the year, and we hope people
will visit the refuge not just during the Festival.”
For more information on the Festival,
www.othellosandhillcranefestival.org

visit

The Sandhill Crane was listed as an endangered species
by the state of Washington in 1981. Sandhill Cranes are
represented in the state by a small number (<100) of
Greater Sandhills that breed in Klickitat and Yakima
Counties, much larger numbers of Lesser Sandhills
(~25,000) that stop in eastern Washington during
migration, and Canadian Sandhills (up to 3,000–5,000)
seasonally present on lower Columbia River
bottomlands. Most of the cranes seen in Washington
winter in California, but up to 1,400 Canadian Sandhills
have wintered on the lower Columbia bottomlands of
Washington and Oregon in recent years. The Greater
Sandhill Cranes that breed in Washington are part of the
Central Valley Population, so called because they winter
in California’s Central Valley; most of this population
nests in Oregon, northeastern California, and interior
British Columbia; those that breed in British Columbia
migrate through eastern Washington among large flocks
of Lesser Sandhill Cranes. These migrating Lesser
Sandhills of the Pacific Flyway Population stop during
spring on their way to breeding grounds in Alaska, and
during fall on their way to wintering areas in California.
The Pacific group of Canadian Sandhills that is
seasonally present on lower Columbia River
bottomlands may be the smallest discrete migrant
population of Sandhills.
Historical accounts suggest cranes once bred more
widely in Washington. Crane numbers were severely
reduced due to market hunting, particularly on the
wintering grounds, and widespread habitat loss with
Euro-American settlement and agricultural conversion.
The species was extirpated as a breeder from the state
after 1941. Cranes resumed summering in Klickitat
County in the 1970s. Nesting was confirmed there in
1979, and they have steadily increased since then. The
known summer population in Washington in 2016 was
37 territorial pairs and a total of 98 birds. Most of the
crane nesting occurs on and around Conboy Lake
National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) in the Glenwood
Valley.
Factors potentially affecting Washington’s Sandhill
Cranes include water availability and management,
habitat loss and degradation at staging and wintering
areas. Crane use of breeding sites is also affected by
human disturbance. Public lands, including refuges and
wildlife areas, private hunting clubs and agricultural
lands in the Columbia Basin, and on the lower Columbia
River, provide essential staging and wintering habitat for
Pacific Flyway cranes. Crane habitat, particularly on the
lower Columbia bottomlands between Vancouver and
Woodland, is affected by industrial development and
conversion of agricultural lands to incompatible crops
and uses.
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In the Field...by Ginger Shoemake
On January 30, Cynthia Reese reported on a recent
outing she, along with Cathy and Bob Burlingame, took
to McNary NWR. On the way home they drove Dodd
Road and the back roads to Lowden. They saw many
horned larks, common redpolls, a northern shrike,
two bald eagles, red-tailed hawks, northern harriers
and American kestrels. She also mentioned that a
pileated woodpecker continues to visit her yard on
Last Chance Road.

waxwings also enjoying the berries. Other birds of note
were a very well hidden northern saw-whet owl, a
spotted towhee, a sharp-shinned hawk and this
American kestrel that Judy Treman photographed.

Diane Elder saw three tree swallows at Whitman
Mission, where she works, on January 30. That is
VERY early for swallows to be returning or passing
through.
On January 31, Pam Fisher reported a most unusual
behavior from a Bewick’s wren in her neighborhood.
Someone was using a saw, and every time the saw went
off the wren would come out of the bushes scolding and
jumping around. As soon as the saw quit the wren
became quiet. This happened every time the saw noise
started in again. It made her giggle.
The snow goose spectacle got even better the first week
of February. Over 20,000 were in the fields and waters
at McNary NWR. Hopefully
many of you were able to get
over there to watch the sights
and sounds of these amazing
birds. While looking at the
snow geese on February 3, Paul
Treman took this photo of a
western meadowlark. Always
a nice bird to see in the winter!
Bob Derting found a male harlequin duck at Ice
Harbor Dam on February 3. Rarely seen in our area,
this duck is more at home along the turbulent waters of
the west coast. Several people saw it on February 6
including Mike and MerryLynn Denny.
Photo by
MerryLynn
Denny

There were several hundred robins at Bennington Lake
when the Tuesday walkers made their way around the
lake on February 6. They were eating red berries from
the trees, foraging on the ground for insects and bathing
in the canal. Mixed in with the robins were cedar

Wally Tomlinson birded Blue Creek Road on February
6 and saw a flock of mixed bohemian and cedar
waxwings. He also saw a Steller’s jay that wouldn’t sit
long enough to take a photo.
Pam Fisher
walked Mill
Creek from
the
Project
Office
to
Rooks Park
on February 7
and
found
and a pair of
wood ducks
and was able
to get this photo. She also saw a pair of hooded
mergansers, a common merganser, a red-tailed
hawk, and a pileated woodpecker.
On February 10, Chris Howard went out just as it was
starting to get light and stood hidden by the parking lot
in an effort to find out if the great horned owls were
nesting in the cliff. While standing there one owl
swooped into the cottonwoods over his head and began
some deep, resonant hoots. Chris said he could feel it
more than hear it. Finally it glided over to the pines at
the top the cliff.
Pam and Wally Fisher watched a bald eagle land in a
tree near the restrooms at Bennington Lake on February
11. It was quickly bombarded by an angry red-tailed
hawk that chased it out of the area. There is a pair of
red-tails that nest in the canal, so it was no doubt
protecting its nest from the eagle.
Mike and MerryLynn led another successful WOS Owls
by Day trip on February 11. They saw five species of
owls and heard a great gray owl. The owls they saw
were great horned owl, barn owl, snowy owl, longeared owl and northern saw-whet owl.
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Many other birds were seen on the trip including a
sagebrush sparrow on Nine Mile Canyon Road.
On February 13, Mike and MerryLynn found a rare
visitor to Walla Walla County—a Eurasian greenwinged teal.
I counted birds in my yard for the Great Backyard Bird
Count on February 18 and was pleasantly surprised to
see a varied thrush come by for a brief visit. I also
noted an increase in the number of lesser goldfinches at
the feeders. Their bright yellow front is hard to beat in
the winter.
It was cold and very muddy when the Bennington Lake
Tuesday walkers ventured out on February 20 to look
for birds. The water was partially frozen but there were
hooded mergansers, common mergansers, greenwinged teal, mallards and a great blue heron on the
open water.
The highlight of the walk
was seeing a pileated
woodpecker along the
west side of the canal.
Most of us were walking
with our heads down to
make sure we didn’t fall
in
the
mud,
but
MerryLynn spotted it
high in a tree along the
trail and Paul Treman took this photo.
On February 21, MerryLynn called to say there was a
large flock of mixed Bohemian and cedar waxwings in
the trees near the Exxon station on Second Street in
Walla Walla. Paul and Judy hurried over to see them,
but they had already moved on.
Mike and MerryLynn were back out on the west side of
the county on February 22. They found an abundance of
waterfowl including over 300 white-fronted geese at
Mile Post 300 on Highway 12. They also refound the
harlequin duck they had seen earlier at Ice Harbor
Dam.

Who would have thought that 11 people would show up
for a walk in the rain and snow, but that’s what
happened on February 24 for Paul and Judy Treman’s
Field Trip along Mill Creek and Rooks Park. We were
treated to great views of common mergansers, hooded
mergansers and common
goldeneyes. We also saw
some other birds, but
admittedly it was a bit of a
challenge to find them.
They seemed to have more
sense to stay out of the
weather! Thanks Paul and
Judy for leading the trip.
On February 24, Jim Parrish had a white-throated
sparrow visit his back yard. He also has had about 10
lesser goldfinches visiting his feeder daily in recent
days.
I urge you all to get out there and try to find spring
migrants as they begin their return to Walla Walla
County in March. And don’t forget to let me know what
you find so I can share your sightings with our readers.
Email me, housewren084@gmail.com
If you get photos of your discoveries please share them
on our Facebook page. It’s always fun to see what
others are seeing in the county.

Melissa Cummins had a report of sandhill cranes at
Scootney Reservoir on February 22. There were also
reports of them earlier in the month in the Tri-Cities.
Paul heard a loud
raucous noise in his
back yard the morning
of February 23 and
looked out to see two
Steller’s jays checking
out the feeders. Here is
a photo he took of one
of them.

CHECK OUT BLUE MOUNTAIN AUDUBON
ON
FACEBOOK
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Mission Statement:
Blue Mountain Audubon Society (BMAS) was organized in 1971 and chartered by National Audubon Society in 1972.
The Chapter’s objectives are to serve its membership and the larger communities of Southeastern Washington and
Northeastern Oregon with the goals to appreciate, preserve and enjoy birds, wildlife, and the natural environment of the
area. Education is a primary objective of Chapter activities. Through volunteer efforts BMAS provides educational
opportunities, conservation activities and enjoyment of wildlife and wildlife habitat opportunities to members and to the
public. The Chapter meets the third Thursday, (September through May) at 7:00 p.m. in the Whitman College Science
Building. A newsletter, The Magpiper is published September through May and is free to members. Non-member
subscription fees are $25 annually. BMAS is a non-profit 501c(3) organization. Find us on the internet at
www.blumtn.org
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