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INTRODUCTION

Breeding Bird Surveys (BBS) began in 1965 in Maryland and Delaware
with a primary purpose to document changes in bird populations. Since
these first test routes were conducted, the number of routes run has
increased each year. Presently, about 2500 routes have been
established in the conterminuous states and Canada, and about 2000 are
run each spring. Short- and long-term changes (both increases and
decreases) in bird populations have already been documented from the
BBS since the program was initiated. To be useful as an index, sur-

- veys need to be done for several years over a wide area by competent

observers.

Until 1982, BBS were conducted only sporadically in Alaska. They were
mainly conducted by people who had participated in the surveys in the
"lower 48" states and were visiting Alaska or had recently moved here.

~Too few surveys have been completed to establish baseline levels of -
breeding bird populations. However, 1983 was the second year of
organized BBS in Alaska which are coordinated by the Nongame Wildlife
Program. If the observer interest level is maintained as has been -
demonstrated in the last two years and participation continues to
grow, Alaska will develop the necessary data base to properly monitor
its breedlng bird populatlons.

METHODS

 Most routes to be used in the BBS were randomly selected within a
l-degree block of latitude and longitude (latilong). Both the
starting point and direction of travel were selected from a table of
random numbers.

Three and occasionally four or more routes were selected per latilong
along the major road system in Alaska and near major cities and towns.
We were unable to apportion routes throughout Alaska because few roads
exist and qualified observers were sparsely distributed. We did
select some routes along rivers; trails and beaches, but many of these
were not of the standard length.

In addition, some routes were selected by observers. The starting
- points, distances and directions of these routes were chosen because
of access and time constraints and were not randomly selected.
Specific instructions on how to conduct BBS were sent out to all
potential observers who expressed an interest in conducting surveys.
Organizational meetings were held in Fairbanks and Anchorage for all
observers who wanted more information or wanted to select a route.

Three classes of observers wereArecognized: Senior Observer -~ profi-
cient at identifying birds by both sight and sound; Junior Observer -
experienced observer but still learning some bird calls and becoming



more familiar with the uncommon species and bird distribution in the
region; Apprentice Observer - interested in birds but lacks identi-
fication experience. Only data from Senior Observers were included in
the national survey. ‘ ~ ‘

Most BBS routes were 25 miles long ~ the standard length for those
done in other states and provinces. However, it was necessary in
certain localities to shorten the routes, Each route consisted of

counting locations % mile apart. At each stop the most experienced

observer (if more than one observer was present) recorded every bird
seen or heard within % mile radius of the observer in a 3 minute time
period. On certain routes more than one observer recorded bird
sightings and on other routes counts were repeated one or more times
during the 3-week count period. Weather data were recorded at the
start and end of the survey. Relative abundance of habitat types was
recorded at each stop. For routes not previously run, a description
of each stop location was recorded so that the same location can be

; found in the future.

Surveys conducted between 1 and 20 June were eligible for inclusion in
the Migratory Bird Laboratory data base., After 20 June many birds had
stopped singing and surveys conducted after that date likely contained
erroneous data. Observers were requested to start the transect at or
near % hour before sunrise which is 2:30 to 3:00 AM in most of Alaska.

Data were recorded on field sheets and totaled on summary sheets.
Original forms were sent to the Nongame Wildlife Program, ADFG for
summarization. Eligible forms were then sent to the Migratory Bird
Laboratory.

RESULTS

, 3% .

In 1983, 36 BBS routes were completed in Alaska (Table 1).[Data from
another route (Maclaren-6317) was still lost in the mail at the time.
of this writing. ] Twenty of these routes were new to the BBS while
eight of those surveyed in 1982 . (the first year of coordinated
surveys) were not done in 1983. Siﬁteén surveys were repeated from
the 1982 count. Completed surveys included 28 of 25 miles, 5 of 10
miles, and the remainder were of varied lengths. Four surveys were
conducted in southeastern, 25 in southcentral and southwestern, and/i/ﬁ’
in interior and northwestern Alaska.

Several surveys may not have had totally accurate results because of

‘the following factors: surveys were done by "junior" observers,/(

were done after the 20 June cutoff date; 7 were started 1 hour or more
past the % hour before sunrise starting time and 1 was started 1 hour
early. All these factors may have influenced the number of birds
observed.
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In the 36 surveys, 150 species of birds were observed (Table 2). The
‘number: of species per route ranged from 8 to 56 and the total number
of individuals observed ranged from 33 to 898. '

As in 1982, the American Robin was the most widely distributed
species, It was seen or heard on 34 of 36 routes. It was also the
most -abundant species (898 individuals). Other abundant (over 500
- dindividuals) and widely distributed (found on over 20 routes) birds "
“included: Swainson's Thrush (796327), Varied Thrush (751;28),
Dark-eyed Junco (729;24), White-crowned Sparrow (718;24), Common
Redpoll (627;27), Orange-crowned Warbler (607;29), Hermit Thrush
(588;21), Yellow-rumped Warbler (573;20),  Fox Sparrow (572;29),
Wilson's Warbler (567;23), and Savamnah Sparrow (5063;25). Forty one
species were found on only one route and, of these, 15 were single
individuals. : ' ‘ o

Alder Flycatchers and Common Snipe were common and widely distributed
(467321 and 295;27, respectively) as in 1982. Glaucous-winged Gull
numbers decreased from 1982 to 1983 (740 to 304), but the route
(Homer) where most (463) were recorded in 1982 was not run this year.

The Cordova route traverses a variety of habitats including salt
water, mudflats, spruce forest, fresh water lakes, willow and alder
thickets, rivers, ponds, and muskeg. This habitat diversity con-
tributed to the high diversity of birds (56 species) encountered along
the route. Other routes with high bird diversity were Sheep Mountain
(47), Monohan (46) Willow (44) and Noatak (43). Routes with large
numbers of birds were Cordova (898), Wasilla (818), Kodiak (773) and
Willow (719).

The number of stops on which a given bird species is found is another
measure of relative abundance. The ten most frequently encountered

birds and the number of stops on which they were found are: American
- Robin (505), Dark-eyed Junco (435), Swainson's Thrush (425), Varied
Thrush (408), White-crowned Sparrow (400), Orange-crowned Warbler
(390), Yellow-rumped Warbler (372), Fox Sparrow (357), Wilson's
Warbler (340) and Hermit Thrush (336) [Table 3].

With the increase in number of completed routes from 1982 to 1983, an
“increase in the number of participants also occurred. Of 73 volun-

teers this year,,égfwere able to participate as observers or assis-
tants (Table-4). <H .

DISCUSSION

The BBS have proven to be an effective index of bird distribution and
abundance in the conterminous 48 states. In Alaska, we have a need
for such an index to help monitor our bird populations. As Alaska's
human population grows, more and more pressures will be placed on bird
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populations as habitat is altered. Conducting annual BBS will help us
determine whether bird populations are increasing or decreasing.
. }

Because the number of survey routes increased substantially from 1982
to 1983 (25 to 36 routes), we are encouraged that the necessary data
base will be established. Each route must be run annually for up to
10 years before sufficient data are collected to properly analyze
them. When a route is run only periodically, important data and
continuity are lost. We hope that observers will realize the
importance of the job they are doing and continue to participate. The
occasional tedium of doing a 25-mile transect may turn to enthusiasm
if observers realize the significance of their work.

We were pleased to have 20 new routes completed in 1983. Coverage
around the state was improved with these additions. It is also
important that 16 of last year's 25 routes were repeated. Hopefully,
the percentage of repeated surveys will rise even farther in the
future. Several areas in the state not presently being surveyed have
good road systems on which to conduct a count and are in localities
where it would be beneficial to have surveys done. Examples of such
areas are Ketchikan, Petersburg, Haines, Glennallen, Delta Junction,
King Salmon, Nome and Barrow. We will continue to try to recruit
experienced bird observers in these areas to conduct surveys and
increase our coverage around the state.

The number of volunteers and participants in BBS increased over 1982.
Many had participated in last year's surveys and are developing the
necessary experience to accurately conduct such surveys. The best
index is obtained if the same observers run the same routes each year.
New people to the survey are equally important because we need a large
corps of volunteer observers to make the BBS a success.

Weather in June 1983 was more favorable than in 1982 so more routes
could be conducted in the specified time period (1-20 June). The four
surveys done after the cutoff date possibly had fewer birds recorded
because several bird species would be well into the nesting period and
would have stopped singing. Likewise, those surveys that did not
start on time (% hour before sunrise) or finish in 4-5 hours may also
have had erroneous results. Many studies have documented how quickly
bird singing activity decreases after sunrise.

Several new types of -surveys were attempted in 1983. The survey in
Noatak was conducted by boat. If repeated, this survey could prove to
provide interesting and worthwhile data. Two surveys were done on
foot. One took about 12 hours to complete which may have affected
results. However, the habitat along most of the route was alpine
tundra, so most birds may have been visible even though not singing.
Another route was done by motorcycle and likely would produce similar
results to a survey done by car.



Table 4. Volunteers for Alaska Breeding Bird Surveys, 1983.

Jeff Allen

Bob Armstrong
Paul Arneson
Ted Bailey
Betty Bair
Jerry Barringer
Mark Bertram
Fred Broerman
Judy Bronson
Mike Bronson
John Burrows
Lance Craighead
Chris Dau
Bruce Dinneford
Peter Erhardt
Ruth Fairall
William Fairall
Frank Glass
Herman Griese
Kent Hall

Clay Hardy
Donita Haynes
Andy Hoffman
Liz Hoffman
Susan Howell
Heather Isleib
Barb Johnson
Lou Johnson
Steve Johnson
Hark KiosesJunier Kemns
Natasha Kline

Tom Kogut

Ellen Kord

David Krause

Robert Kuntz II

Brian Lawhead

Darrell Lee

Dan Logan

Rich MacIntosh
John Malloy

Patsy Martin

Gail Mayo ,
Richard McAvinchey
Ruth McHenry
Beverly Minn
Micheal Nunn

- Dave Nysewander

Irma O'Brien
John Pitcher
Mary Portner
Noble Proctor

- Kathy Quilliam

Dan Rosenberg
Mark Ross

‘Tony Route

Kent Russell

Buzz Scher

Robert Schulmeister
Qliver Scott

- Stacy Scott

Holly Silva
James Silva
Rick Sinnott
Leslie Slater
Gene Stagner
Gordon Tans
Marlys Tedin
Linda Terrell
John Trapp
Tesanna Trapp
Lolita Valeq
Marge Ward
Matthew Weeks
Jack Whitman
John Wright
Fred Zeillemaker



Additionally, for the first time a survey was conducted entirely in an
urban setting (Stuckagain). Although the route was short (6 miles) it
can still be a good means to monitor bird populations in an urban
environment. It also provides a good opportunity for observers who
otherwise would not be able to travel long distances to other
established routes to contribute valuable data. The Elmendorf route
was also unique in that it wound through the road system withln a
‘military reservation adjacent to an urban area.

This year, too, four routes were,replicated. In Sitka and Kodiak,
experienced observers simultaneously ran the survey. The variability
between observers appeared to be due to both differences in ability to
identify bird songs and by the hearing acuity of observers. In Moose
Pass and Stuckagain, routes were repeated one or more times during the
3-week survey period. In the latter case, changes in the breeding
. status of the birds could be reflected in changes in bird numbers and
species composition. Some birds that were singing in early June may
have stopped singing by mid to late June. By having more observers
replicate counts each year, we will be better able to 1nterpret data
when they are analyzed in the future.

Two years of data are insufficient to make meaningful comparisons, but
bird abundance and distribution was very similar between 1982 and
1983.  Each year the same bird species headed the 1lists for total
numbers and number of routes on’ which they were found. The relative
abundance index for number of stops per species was similar to that of
the index for total individuals. This implies that the distribution
of a given species within a route was uniform and not clumped. The
one discrepancy was that the Common Redpoll, one of the most abundant
birds, was higher on the "total rumbers" table than on the "stops per
species" table. Redpolls are frequently flocked in large numbers, and
one would expect the stops per species would be lower and the total
numbers higher,

The American Robin was found on the most routes in both years and was
the most abundant bird in 1983. The number of species increased from
128 in 1982 to 150 in 1983. This was likely due to the increase in
routes around the state that concomitantly included a greater variety
of habitats.

The dincrease in number of participants (from 44 to 69) was
encouraging. - Many new observers were experienced bird watchers. If
this trend continues, the quantity and quality of data we receive for
analysis will improve, and we will develop the necessary data base
with which to monitor Alaska's bird populations.
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