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From Calls to Conservation: Revealing the Distribution of 
Black-backed Woodpeckers in the Northern Blue 
Mountains with Sound  April 17, 2025, 7:00 pm 
Whitman College, Olin Hall, Rm. 129  •  A presentation by Margaret Burgess

This talk will explore how wildfire shapes biodiversi-
ty, with a focus on how fire suppression has altered 

forest ecosystems and potentially impacted fire-depen-
dent species, such as the Black-backed woodpecker. 
Black-backed woodpeckers have been studied heavily 
in recently burned forests, yet their presence and use 
of unburned forests remains poorly understood. I will 
discuss the black-backed woodpecker’s ecological role 
and present findings from my Senior Thesis research in 
the Northern Blue Mountains. 

My thesis research examines how key habitat char-
acteristics influence black-backed woodpecker 

occurrence, including the composition of trees in the 
forest, snag availability, and fire history. I will discuss 
how these factors may explain why woodpeckers persist 
in unburned forests, what this means for forest man-

agement, 
and how 
conserva-
tion strat-
egies can 
support 
fire-adapt-
ed species 
in a chang-

Margaret Burgess is a senior biology major at Whitman 
College. She is currently conducting wildlife research 
with Drs. Ben Vernasco (Whitman Biology) and Adam 
Duarte (USFS PNW Research Station) through an ORISE 
Bioacoustics Research Fellowship. From Bellingham, 
WA, she has always been drawn to the natural world, 
particularly the North Cascades region. After graduation, 
she plans to pursue stewardship work with a land trust in 
the Pacific Northwest and eventually return to graduate 
school to research fire ecology and management. Margaret 

is the recipient of the 2024 Arthur 
G. Rempel Scholarship presented by 
BMAS, the scholarship is presented 
each year to a senior biology major 
to honor Dr. Rempel who taught at 
Whitman College from 1937-1977 and 
was a founding member of BMAS.

ing climate. My thesis research not only fills a knowl-
edge gap in the Blue 
Mountains but also 
contributes to broad-
er discussions about 
wildfire, biodiversi-
ty, and the future of 
fire-dependent ecosys-
tems.

https://www.whitman.eu/campus-map

NOTE:  This is the first of two presentations on this evening! Scroll to Pg. 6 to 
read about the second one. Eagle Scout Bryce Hollopeter presents his project 
reclaiming Owl nesting boxes in the Walla Walla Valley.
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Monthly Calendar
Board Meeting: 
April 10, 2025 7:00 pm

Membership Meeting:
April 17, 2025, 7:00 pm
Whitman College, Olin Hall Rm. 129

Board executives:
President: Bruce Barga
Secretary: Kay Barga
Treasurer: Justin Rodegerdts

Board members:
Membership chair: Matt Banderas 
Education chair: Phil Kahler & 
Sue Parrish, co-chairs 
Past President: Tim Parker 
Natural Area chair: Tom Land
Conservation chair: Glen Mendel
Program chair: Nancy Mitchell
Field Trips chair: Sue Parrish
At large: Rebecca Heisman, 
Kathy Howard, Michelle Dressler 
Jeanne McMenemy, Ben Vernasco, 
Jonathan & Melissa Webster 

Website:
http://www.blumtn.org

Bird sightings:
liamhickey13@gmail.com

Contact BMAS:
Email: 
BlueMtnAudubon@gmail.com
Mail: PO Box 1106
Walla Walla, WA 99362
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This month we zoom in on 
BMAS treasurer 
Justin Rodegerdts
➨ Justin and family

	 Continued on Pg. 3

Why did you join the BMAS board of directors and take on the 
role as treasurer?

I have been a BMAS board member and Treasurer for the last two years 
and have been appreciating Walla Walla and its many nearby natural 

wonders with my wife and three children for the last 20 years. I have many 
fond memories growing up in Oregon birding with my father across the state; 
from petrels on pelagic trips off of Depoe Bay to combing the trees at the 
Malheur Field Station for warblers and vireos. These birding adventures were 
a formative part of my life and I feel a duty to continue these opportunities 
for everyone in our community. We want to thank you all for your continued 
support to the Blue Mountain Audubon Society and its work in strengthen-
ing the connections between all the people in our community and the nature 
surrounding us.

	 								                Why are memberships to       
									         BMAS important, where  

			   				    else does funding come from 		
		  		   and how does BMAS spend 
	 		  its money?

      				                     
The Blue Mountain Audubon So-
ciety uses our grants and your 

donations for a variety of projects 
to fulfill our mission, 		
	 	 includingFt. Walla Walla Nature Area 
maintenance and program support for our speakers and field trips. 
Special projects have included birding backpacks available to borrow 
at local libraries, signage for our Ft. Walla Walla Natural Area, erecting 
and constructing nesting boxes in our region, or placing bioacoustics 
monitoring equipment to monitor 
bird populations at the McNary 
NWR. We also fund scholarships 
for students in local colleges and 
have provided support to other 
non-profit organizations devoted 
to conservation in our region in-
cluding Blue Mountain Wildlife, 
Malheur Field Station, Audubon 
Washington, and Conservation NW.  

http://www.blumtn.org
mailto:liamhickey13@gmail.com
mailto:BlueMtnAudubon@gmail.com
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Field Trips Galore
By Sue Parrish
Saturday, April 26, 8 a.m.– late morning
Meet at Harper Joy Theater parking lot 

April:  Join us on Saturday, April 26th for a 1-2 mile 
walk along South Fork Coppei Creek.  This beautiful 
riparian area is only about 5 miles past Dixie; the road 
is elevated above the stream with great views into this 
lush area. By this date it should be full of song birds, 
woodpeckers and soaring raptors.  One year a moose 
was the highlight! If you attended the Beginning Birder 
walk on April 19th, bring those binoculars and practice 
birding. We’ll leave at 8 a.m. and return late morning.

May:  On May 3 take part in the Brewer Wetland 
adventure described in detail in this newsletter. Meet 
at WaHi parking lot on corner of Abbott and Fern at 

W e thank all of our members and friends who 
have generously given their time and resources to 

support us in our mission. 

Membership Fees/Gifts and support through the 
Valley Giving Guide is crucial to the work of the 

Blue Mountain Audubon Society. We appreciate your 
continued support to help our work in the community.

8 a.m. We’re partnering with the Blue Mt. Land Trust, 
so besides spotting birds you’ll learn lots about habitat 
conservation.

Save the dates:
May 10:  Burrowing Owl trip to the Umatilla Army Depot 
This desert area has been restored and many artificial bur-
rows installed. Now the place is full of burrowing owls. We 
are guaranteed to see dozens. More details coming in the 
May Magpiper. 

Sept. 3-5: Trip to Steens Mountain in SE Oregon  
There are still a few spots left on this trip, led by Mike 
Denny to this amazing 
place. If you’re interested, 
please email Sue Parrish 
at wallawallanana@
gmail.com. We’re making 
reservations soon at the 
Historic Hotel Diamond. 

Hey Fellow 
Auduboners ...
By Holly Howard

Did you know that there is a Free 
Little Library (FLL) located near the 
aviary in Pioneer Park that is spon-
sored by Blue Mountain Audubon 
Society? The sweetly painted little 
birdhouse of books helps share the joy of reading with a 
broad focus on nature and birds to all ages. The simple 
idea behind a FLL is to take a book and leave a book— 
but mostly to offer books for all to enjoy. As the caretak-
er of this little library, I am often adding books to the 
shelves—and keeping it vaguely organized: bottom shelf 

for children/youth and upper shelf for adults. So, if you 
have books you want to add to the box, you are invited 
to visit the free little library to both take and leave a few 
books. Thanks for caring and thanks for birding.

The BMAS 
Lending 
Library is 
located near 
the Whitman 
Street entrance 
to Pioneer Park 
on the left side 
of the Aviary. 

  
A BIG thank you to Holly for maintaining the FLL on 
behalf of BMAS.

2025 Rempel Lecture  
“Natural Histories: Using Genomics  
to Understand Life’s Diversity”

Whitman College • Maxey Hall 
7:15-8:30 pm, Wednesday, April 9th
Dr. Katie Wagner (’04), of the University of Wy-
oming, will present the 2024-25 Rempel Lecture 
in Biology, featuring her research on how species 
evolve, adapt, and interact with each other.a s d f g j k l ; '
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Musings
Winterkill
Story & photos by Chris Howard

Now that Spring is well under way it may 
be difficult to think back about the se-

rious cold and snow that visited the valley in 
mid-February. On the 14th of February, Kathy 
and I decided to celebrate Valentine’s Day by 
cross-country skiing in the Fort Walla Walla 
Natural Area. The conditions were perfect 
and it made sense to ski locally rather than 
making the drive into the mountains. We skied 
down onto the middle trail which meanders 
through the south side of the area. I noticed 
that there was quite ruckus coming from the 
resident Magpies just around the corner. Glid-
ing along around the corner we came upon the 
reason for the congregation of Magpies. There 
in front of us was a partially devoured deer 
carcass in the middle of the trail. The head 
was still present but the rib cage was exposed 
with innards already scavenged and blood and 

hair dispersed around the area. The Magpies 
had retreated to nearby trees waiting for us 
to leave to continue their lunchtime feasting. 
Kathy and I continued our ski around the area 
with no further surprise encounters.

When we finished the ski and made it home, 
I grabbed my battery-powered game 

camera and went back to the Natural Area 
to install the camera overnight. I wanted to 
see what animals might be visiting the deer 
carcass when no two leggeds were around. 
I securely fastened the camera to a nearby 
tree trunk and flipped the switch on. The next 
morning, I skied back to the carcass to re-
trieve the camera. There was noticeably less 
flesh and hide attached to the carcass so I 
was anxious to see who had been busy during 
the night.

Arriving back home, Kathy and I plugged 
the camera card into the laptop comput-

er and scrolled to the most recent photos. 
Sure enough, there were hundreds of photos 
because the camera takes a photo every few 
seconds whenever there is motion. The cam-
era showed Red Foxes present right after I 
left and continued throughout the night. They 
did their best to chase away the Magpies 
while there was still some daylight. Once it 
became dark, the foxes had the carcass all to 
themselves. They feasted all night long. The 
photos showed up to four foxes at the car-
cass at one time.

I was reminded that this particular evening 
was Valentine’s Eve when after an abun-

dance of fine dining the photo graphically 
showed the well-fed foxes mating next to 
their dinner. This gives hopes for fox kits to 
populate the natural area as the snow melts 
away and spring brings warmth to where ever 
their den will be.

	 Continued on Pg. 5
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Join BMLT on Saturday, May 3rd, for a spe-
cial day of birding and restoration at a BMLT 
conserved property on the SE edge of Walla 
Walla. This property consists of a rare habitat 

As for who or what killed the deer, I think 
it died of natural causes with the tem-

perature being well below freezing at the 
time of death. There was no sign of cougars, 
wolves or bobcats in the tracks or photos. I 
wonder how many deer and other animals live 
and die throughout the year deep in the hid-
den parts of the Natural Area that we know 
nothing about?

https://dashboard.birdcast.info/region/US-WA-071

Birdcast Migration Dashboard 
for Walla Walla County

The new BirdCast Migration Dashboard provides 
summaries of radar-based measurements of noctur-
nal bird migration, including estimates of the total 
number of birds migrating, their directions, speeds, 
and altitudes, depicting migration patterns in near 
real time or as a summary of a whole night after 
nocturnal periods end. Track our region by following 
the Migration Dashboard link:

Photo of Lunar Eclipse on March 14, 2025, By Chris Howard

Birding and Restoration at 
Brewer Wetland
Sat., May 3rd, 8 am - early afternoon
Led by Blue Mountain Land Trust (BMLT)
 By Kathy Howard

in the Blue Mountains– a wetland! This is your chance 
to explore a unique landscape not usually open to the 
public and to learn about the vital role wetlands play in 
supporting migratory bird species and ecosystem ser-
vices. The morning  (8-10am) will consist of a guided 
birding walk around the wetland. Following, BMLT 
will host a restoration work party (11am-2pm) focused 
on removing invasive species and releasing established 
trees from exclusionary fencing. You can choose to 
come for the birding event, the restoration work party, 

or both.
 
More 
information 
to come at 
https://bmlt.
org/events. 
Please regis-
ter through 
BMLT's 
website when 
it goes live!

https://dashboard.birdcast.info/region/US-WA-071
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Bird Sites   By Sue Weiler 
A birds-eye view on plastic:
https://esa.org/blog/2025/02/27/birds-nests-reveal-history-of-the-plastic-age/

My talk will share how this project came about, the 
lengths it took to locate and gain access to the 

owl boxes, the equipment needed and steps involved in 
cleaning the owl boxes, and our overall assessment of 
the success of the original owl box project.

When I initially 
came into contact 

with BMAS, my inten-
tions were to get fund-
ing for my Eagle Scout 
project. I wanted to 
build and distribute owl 
boxes for farmers in the 
WW Valley and adjacent 
areas. But from Chris 
Howard I learned there 
were already owl boxes 
around the valley from 
a previous project from 10-12 years 
ago. After we discussed potential 
ways to achieve the goal, we decid-
ed my project would be to try and 
locate these boxes, many of which 
hadn’t been checked on or cleaned 
in years, clean them and document 
if they were being used. It took a lot of time to locate 
and coordinate with the property owners. I spent over 
2 months trying to get access to a vineyard that had 6 
different boxes on it. 

We eventually located 18 owl boxes, and gained 
access to 15. By the time we accessed these boxes, 

Bryce is a high school senior at Walla 
Walla High School, a 4-year varsity 

member of the swim team, a trumpet play-
er in the band, and an Eagle Scout. He has 
been a member of Scout Troop 305 since 
2017, and has been  involved in some epic 
trips, including a 60 mile backpacking trip 
in New Mexico, and a 400 mile bike trip 
across Washington and Idaho.

Left, cleaning a 
box. Bryce on 
the ladder with 
two supportive 
scouts from 
troop 305.

Right, an extremely 
crowded barn owl 

family.

Left, an existing box from an 
earlier scout project

Right, young Barn Owls 
in their family box.

Inspection of BMAS Owl Boxes in the Walla Walla Valley 
A presentation by Bryce Hollopeter
April 17, 2025, 7:00 pm • Whitman College, Olin Hall, Rm. 129

https://www.whitman.edu/campus-map

6 of them were actively being used by barn owls and 
could not be cleaned. While some boxes had not been 
used at all, many of them had been used so much that 
they were completely full of nesting debris. We have a 
spreadsheet as well as a google earth map documenting 

our findings. 

https://esa.org/blog/2025/02/27/birds-nests-reveal-history-of-the-plastic-age/
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The 2025 pocket field guide has been updated and 
a printable version is available on our webpage at:
https://blumtn.org/wp-content/pdfs/
WWpocketfieldchecklist2025.pdf  
Or from our web site scroll to Local Bird List 
printable updated 2025. Printing on 8.5" x 14" 
paper is optimal.

MerryLynn 
Denny spent 
hours upon 

hours updating 
the content for 
this checklist. 
Thank you, 
MerryLynn!

Blue Mountain Audubon Society (BMAS) objectives are to serve its membership and the larger communities of 
Southeastern Washington and Northeastern Oregon with goals to appreciate, conserve and enjoy birds, wildlife 
and the natural environment of the area. Education is a primary objective of our chapter activities. Through 
volunteer efforts BMAS provides educational opportunities, conservation activities and enjoyment of wildlife 
and wildlife habitat opportunities to members and the public.

Blue Mountain Audubon Society was organized in 1971 and chartered by National Audubon Society in 1972. 
BMAS is a non-profit 501c(3) organization. Find us on the internet at http://www.blumtn.org or on Facebook. 

Join Blue Mountain Audubon Society: Complete the following information and mail along with a $25 
check for your first year’s membership to: Blue Mountain Audubon, PO Box 1106, Walla Walla, WA 99362

Name:

Address:

City:						      State:              Zip Code:

Phone:					    Email:

Birds of March Reported sightings by 
BMAS members Please continue to send your 
sightings to: <liamhickey13@gmail.com> 

Red-naped sapsucker, Clark’s Nutcracker, 
Purple Finch, Lesser Goldfinch, Black-eyed 
Junco, Northern Flicker, Crow, Canada Goose, 
Mallard, Iceland gull, Red-necked grebe, Amer-
ican Goshawk, Swamp Sparrow, Osprey, Ross’s 
Goose, American Wi-
geon, Townsend Soli-
tary, Red-tailed Hawk, 
Cooper’s Hawk, 
Mandarin Duck, 
Green-winged Teal, Pacific Loon, Common 
Merganser, Raven, Northern Harrier, Tundra 
Swan, White-crown Sparrow, American Rob-
in, Sand Hill Crane, Cinnamon Teal, Greater 
White-fronted Goose, Cackling Goose, Sage-
brush Sparrow, Ciff Swallow, Hairy Woodpeck-
er, Great-horned Owl, Barred Owl, 
Harris sparrow.  (Includes Walla Walla and 
Benton Counties.)

Walla Walla County 
Pocket Field Checklist for 2025

https://blumtn.org/wp-content/pdfs/WWpocketfieldchecklist2025.pdf
https://blumtn.org/wp-content/pdfs/WWpocketfieldchecklist2025.pdf
http://www.blumtn.org

