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The IOU Flutter 

 

The Official Newsletter of the International Ornithologists' Union 

Volume 3, Issue 1 (April 29, 2021) 

IOU News!!!  

 

Make sure that you mark your travel calendars for August 14-22, 2022 to attend the 28th IOCongressϰ 

in Durban, South Africa. The IOU is pleased to partner with the University of KwaZulu-Natal to organize 

the IOCongress2022, once again in the great seaside city of Durban where it was last held in 1998!   

Many things involving ornithology and bird conservation have changed in those 24 years in the 

massive continent of Africa and it will be quite interesting to revisit this part of the world, renowned 

for its unique biological diversity, as well as for its vibrant research in avian biology and ecology. Visit 

https://www.internationalornithology.org/iocongress-2022 and https://iocongress2022.com/ for 

more information! Please stay tuned as the registration and abstract submission portal is planned to 

open in a couple of weeks (end of April).  Please also keep in mind that IOU members can take 

advantage of the members-only special registration fee! 

 

Message from the President 

 

 
 

Dear IOU Members, IOU Fellows and Colleagues, 

This issue of the IOU newsletter The Flutter will be filled with good news and its release coincides 

with the opening of the IOU membership and donor portals 

https://www.internationalornithology.org/iocongress-2022
https://iocongress2022.com/
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https://www.internationalornithology.org/membership and https://in torn.wildapricot.org/Donate/  

This achievement is yet another step towards moving ornithology forward globally and reducing the 

large gaps in our understanding of avian biology, especially in the bird-rich regions located in many 

of the low-income countries.  

We need to keep in mind, however, that maintaining an organization to plan for congresses ten or 

more years ahead is not free even if it relies on volunteer work like the IOU. There are no free 

lunches ς someone always has to pay. In the past, the IOU has been fortunate to have been 

supported by generous donors who believe in the necessity of an international ornithological 

organization to level the playing field of all ornithologists irrespective of the economic level of their 

country (see https://www.internationalornithology.org/benefactors-iou ). However, in order to 

provide services aƴŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘέ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƴƻǘ-for-

profit tax-exempt international organization, the IOU needs to be supported by ornithologists that 

join the IOU as members https://www.internationalornithology.org/application-process  and/or 

donors https://intorn.wildapricot.org/Donate/ .  

When the IOU set the level of membership dues, the issues involved in this process turned out to be 

more complex than anticipated when aiming at fairness and addressing global inequality. Income 

inequality has increased globally, and scientists and students are generally not among the more 

high-earning citizens. While it was a matter of course to minimize membership dues for members in 

low-income countries, these reduced dues would still be unaffordable to some. Furthermore, some 

countries do not allow the transfer of money to foreign countries. To alleviate such hardship cases, 

the IOU is offering complimentary memberships upon application at no cost to the applicants. These 

complimentary memberships are also available to colleagues who find themselves in a financial 

bottleneck due to circumstances beyond their control irrespective of the country of residence. In 

addition, we are offering reduced membership dues to ornithologists living in middle-income 

countries and to early professionals in high-ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ Lh¦Ωǎ ǇǊƻƎressive membership 

dues structure is the right thing to do, and we will depend and rely on ornithologists in high-income 

countries to support our goals and work by becoming regular or supporting members.  

This issue of The Flutter also coincides with the opening of the registration and abstract submission 

ǇƻǊǘŀƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ hǊƴƛǘƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ /ƻƴƎǊŜǎǎϰ όLh/ƻƴƎǊŜǎǎϰύ in Durban, South Africa, 14-20 

August 2022 https://iocongress2022.com/registration/ and https://iocongress2022.com/congress-

contributions/ .  The Scientific Program Committee under the leadership of its chair, Professor Will 

Cresswell, has assembled a multifaceted program that offers a broad palette of innovative 

presentations and contributions https://iocongress2022.com/programme-framework/ . There will 

https://www.internationalornithology.org/membership
https://intorn.wildapricot.org/Donate/
https://www.internationalornithology.org/benefactors-iou
https://www.internationalornithology.org/application-process
https://intorn.wildapricot.org/Donate/
https://iocongress2022.com/programme-framework/
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be poster and oral sessions for which abstracts can be submitted. New for an IOCongress will be 

three different types of symposia https://iocongress2022.com/conference-symposia/: (1) Traditional 

άƘȅōǊƛŘέ ǎȅƳǇƻǎƛa with invited and contributed papers; (2) review symposia dedicated to in-depth 

treatment of a particular subject by specialists; and (3) pioneering symposia with new and/or 

experimental formats. Workshops on particular topics will be held on the day before the full 

program.  Round-table Discussions will be held in the evenings to discuss focused issues or to 

organize working groups. Speed talks will lighten the program, and ten plenaries will present cutting-

edge research by leading scientists. 

The IOCongress2022 will be held again in Durban 24 years after the IOCongress1998, but the 

experience will be new because of the broadened and updated scientific program and, significantly, 

because it will be fully accessible either in person or virtually (see 

https://iocongress2022.com/registration/ ). We expect both congress formats to be attractive for 

various reasons, but if travel restrictions were to be imposed again in August 2022, the 

IOCongress2022 would nevertheless be able to be held by switching it completely into the virtual 

sphere. However, the in-person format of the IOCongress will have its time-tested and special 

attractions: Personal networking and meeting friends and colleagues, the thrill of visiting a modern 

city and perhaps being able to compare it to how it was 24 years ago, and an especially rich and 

diverse program of bird watching in the vastly biodiverse environment of eastern southern Africa 

https://iocongress2022.com/birds-of-southern-africa/ . This birdwatching program 

https://iocongress2022.com/birding-in-durban/ will be part of the IOCongress2022 as one of the 

άFirst time bonusesέ ǳƴŘŜǊ άwŜƎƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ LƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎέ ŀǘ https://iocongress2022.com/registration/ . 

!ƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǊǳƭȅ άƳƻǳǘƘ-wŀǘŜǊƛƴƎέ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƻŦ ǇǊŜ- and post-congress tours exclusively for 

IOCongress2022 participants will be difficult to resist (see https://iocongress2022.com/pre-and-

post-birding-tours/ ). This innovative, complex and exciting congress has been prepared by the Local 

Organizing Committee (LOC) under the leadership of the congress convener Professor Colleen 

Downs and the Professional Congress Organizer (PCO) Nina Freysen-Pretorius and her staff.  

With many thanks in advance for your support, best wishes and kind regards, 

 

Dominique G. Homberger,  IOU President 

 

https://iocongress2022.com/conference-symposia/
https://iocongress2022.com/registration/
https://iocongress2022.com/birds-of-southern-africa/
https://iocongress2022.com/birding-in-durban/
https://iocongress2022.com/registration/
https://iocongress2022.com/pre-and-post-birding-tours/
https://iocongress2022.com/pre-and-post-birding-tours/
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From the Editor 

 

 

Dear IOU members: 

How lucky are we to have jobs studying birds?!   While I have always believed this to be the case for 

virtually all of my academic career and even today as a so-called retiree, this rather simple but 

interesting observation was recently underscored during a street conversation with a dear friend of 

ƳƛƴŜ όƭŜǘΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ƘƛƳ .ƻōύ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻm reluctantly pulling the plug on a stellar 

ƻǊƴƛǘƘƻƭƻƎȅ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ  ²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ŀ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ όƭŜǘΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ 

him John) who is also employed as a professional ornithologist but is now approaching 70 and still 

working.  I saidΣ ά.ƻȅΣ WƻƘƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ƪŜŜǇǎ ƻƴ ƎƻƛƴƎΣ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŜΚΗ   .ƻō ƎǊƛƴƴŜŘ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƭŀƛƳŜŘΣ 

ά²Ƙȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŜ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǘƛǊŜΚ   ²Ƙȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǳǎ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŀƴƎ ƛǘ ǳǇΚ  hǊƴithologists are the 

ƭǳŎƪƛŜǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ōƛǊŘǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭƛǾƛƴƎΗέΦ   !ƴŘ ǘƘŀt is precisely why I do not 

ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άǊŜǘƛǊŜŘέ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ Ƴȅ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΦ   L ŀƳ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ōǳǎƛŜǊ ƴƻǿ ŘƻƛƴƎ ōƛǊŘ-

related activities than I was working as a professor for McGill University in Montreal!   

If you are not sure that you agree with me and Bob about being lucky to be paid to study birds, 

consider this new study that just came out in March from a team of German scientists at the 

Senckenberg Biodiversity and Climate Research Centre, the iDiv, the Goethe University in Frankfurt, 

and the University of Kiel (DOI: 10.1016/j.ecolecon.2020.106917).   They have examined for the first 

time whether diversity in nature increases the well-being or happiness of humans on a continent-

wide scale.  To achieve their goal, the researchers used the data from the "2012 European quality of 

Life Survey" to study the connection between the Ψspecies diversity in their surroundingsΩ and Ψlife 

satisfactionΩ in more than 26,000 adults from 26 European countries. Species diversity was measured 

based on the diversity of avian species, as documented in the European breeding bird atlas.   The 

team examined the socio-economic data of the people that were surveyed, and, to their surprise, 

they found that avian diversity is as important for their life satisfaction as is their income!   This was 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2020.106917
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especially obvious when both values increase by ten percent. In other words, fourteen additional 

bird species in the vicinity apparently raises the level of life satisfaction at least as much as an extra 

124 Euros per month in the household account, based on an average income of 1,237 Euros per 

month in Europe. 

Birds, being among the most visible elements in nature and especially so in urban habitats, are well-

suited as indicators of biological diversity.  Even if they are not seen, their songs and calls can often 

be heard.  For example, just hours before writing these words, three of my friends in a tennis 

foursome stopped playing to listen to a sudden cacophony of house sparrows roosting nearby and to 

ask me what kind of birds were making all that fuss.    

[ŜǘΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ ƛǘ -- most birds are enjoyable to see and to be heard and people do like to watch them 

whether they are birders or not.   This is even more prevalent during a pandemic.  But it is not just 

the birds themselves.   The German scientists also pointed out a second aspect that affects life 

satisfaction: ƻƴŜΩǎ surroundings. A particularly high number of bird species can be found in areas 

with plenty of somewhat natural and diverse landscapes that hold numerous greenspaces and 

bodies of water. 

To summarize, Europeans have been shown to be more content with their lives if their immediate 

surroundings host a high species diversity.  They probably are not alone in this world. In other words, 

the happiest Europeans are those who get to enjoy numerous kinds of birds in their daily lives or at 

least live in fairly natural environments that are home to a wide variety of bird species.     

Another recent study published in the  Proceedings of the Royal Society B in December 2020 

(https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/why-listening-sounds-nature-can-be-

restorative-180977397/ )  Danielle Ferraro, Clinton Francis and others at the California Polytechnic 

University found that a variety of pre-recorded bird songs and calls on hiking trails improved the 

outdoor experience of people in general.  In other words, hearing birdsong while hiking outdoors 

ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǿŜƭƭ-being, more than if they hiked without hearing birds chirping.  For 

the study, the scientists had set up hidden speakers on two sections of trails in the Open Space and 

Mountain Parks in Boulder, Colorado, and then they played recorded songs from a diverse group of 

birds or silence on alternating weeks.  When they interviewed the hikers, they found that those who 

unwittingly heard the bird song recordings reported a greater sense of well-being than those who 

did not hear them.    

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/why-listening-sounds-nature-can-be-restorative-180977397/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/why-listening-sounds-nature-can-be-restorative-180977397/
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The take-home lesson from both of the above studies is that, more than ever, we need to conserve 

our biological diversity, such as birds, and, at the same time, reduce human noise pollution to allow 

us to better appreciate their presence.  Even more important, we need to convince folks to get out 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƧƻȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ  !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ CŜǊǊŀǊƻΣ άa typical United States citizen spends 87% of their 

time indoors and an additional 6% of their time in vehicles.έ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ŀŘŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ  ά[ƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ 

entirely apart from nature can lead to an overall disconnection from nature that has negative 

consequences for environmental conservation and can deprive individuals of the health and well-

being benefits that nature provides.έ   Maybe if we tell them that enjoying the presence of birds is 

equivalent to a raise in monthly income as seen in the European study, they will listen.   

And if the above does not serve enough of a motivation to get out into nature, maybe we can add 

that people enjoying bird song might even live longer!   According to yet another recent study 

(https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2013097118), the ambience of bird song in nature can even improve 

oƴŜΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΗ  Rachel Buxton of Carleton University in Ottawa teamed up with colleagues from six 

American universities and the National Park Service to perform a statistical analysis of some three 

dozen past studies, much of them in laboratory settings, for the purpose of exploring the 

measurable health benefits of natural sound, including pleasant bird songs and calls.  Publishing in 

the March 2021 issue of Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, they found that various 

groups exposed to such sounds saw a 184 percent improvement in overall health outcomes by 

lowering blood pressure, augmenting cognitive performance, and even reducing pain.   

Of course, many ornithologists are also aware that biological diversity, including bird life, is in a state 

of serious decline all over the world.   Will this translate into a decrease in human well-being as well?    

As always, mȅ ǾŜǊȅ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ȅƻǳΧΧǎǘŀȅ ǎŀŦŜΧΦŀƴŘ stay sane!   

P.S.   I added some colour photos to this issue.  I hope that you like them! 

 

Emeritus Prof. David M. Bird, Editor  

david.bird@mcgill.ca  

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2013097118
mailto:david.bird@mcgill.ca
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Member Profile 

 

9ŘƛǘƻǊΩǎ ƴƻǘŜΥ In each newsletter, we will  feature a brief profile on hard-working volunteers who 

make the International OrnithologistsΩ Union an effective and useful organization for 

ornithologists all over the world.    If you are a past or present officer or Council member of or 

otherwise active in the IOU, please send me a brief profile (250 words or so) of yourself written in 

first or third person,  as well as a photo, just like the one below! 

 

 

 

Patricia Escalante, Membership Chair, IOU (2019-present) 

Using birds as an object of study, Patricia has made contributions to the genetics, evolution, 

systematics, phylogeography, ecology, distribution, and conservation of both Mexican and American 

birds. She currently conducts conservation projects, such as the reintroduction of the scarlet macaw 

in areas of its historical distribution in Mexico, including aspects of genetics, behaviour, ecology and 

environmental education. She has been Curator of the National Bird Collection since 1992. She has 

87 scientific and 9 outreach publications. She has offered nine undergraduate and graduate courses 

and has supervised theses for biologists (16), M.{ŎΦΩǎ όмоύΣ ŀƴŘ tƘΦ5ΦΩǎ όнύ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǎǘŜŘ мл ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ 

academic exchange programs. Since 1995, Patricia has been the main tutor for the postgraduate 
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course in Biological Sciences at the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM). She has 

served as President of both CIPAMEX (Society for the Study and Conservation of Birds in Mexico) 

from 1992-1998, and the Society of Neotropical Ornithology (2003-2007). She has been an associate 

editor for various specialized publications such as Ornitología Neotropical, The Auk, and 

Mitochondrial DNA part B. She graduated as a Biologist from UNAM, and from the City University of 

New York as a Doctor in the Ecology and Evolutionary Biology Program and has worked at the 

Institute of Biology UNAM since 1992.  Her first attendance at an IOCongress  was in Ottawa, 

Canada, in 1986, and continued in Christchurch, New Zealand 1990, Vienna, Austria 1994, Campos 

de Jõrdao Brasil 2010, and Vancouver, Canada 2018. 

 As Patricia has been keen to contribute to strengthen institutions, the opportunity to 

voluntarily contribute to the IOU has become very important to herΦ !ǎ ǎƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ά¢ƘŜ Lh¦ 

impressed me as a student by facilitating my participation in an event as important as an 

international congress, an event that opened up my perspective on the career I wanted to pursue in 

the fascinating field in oǊƴƛǘƘƻƭƻƎȅέΦ   It has become very important to her to return the favour with 

some volunteer work for the IOU. 

 

 

Requests for Assistance 

  

9ŘƛǘƻǊΩǎ bƻǘŜΥ   This newsletter exists to help IOU members.  If you need some help with a project 

of some kind, please forward a brief version like the one below for me to post.  This will be the last 

time that the following request will be posted, so if you are interested, please contact Jane 

Popowich right away.   

 
 

IOU Code of Ethics General Statement:  

The Working Group Ethics in Ornithology (WGEO) https://www.internationalornithology.org/ethics-

ornithology is establishing an IOU code of ethics and conduct practices. In particular, the IOU is in 

the process of developing guidelines for under-represented categories.  

The IOU Code of Ethics will begin with the following categories: 

1. Avoidance of glass collisions 

2. Drones 

https://www.internationalornithology.org/ethics-ornithology
https://www.internationalornithology.org/ethics-ornithology
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3. Ecotourism 

4. Ethical birdwatching 

5. Ethical photography 

6. Scientific collecting 

7. Sports activities 

8. Winter feeding 

Please note that the IOU Code of Ethics will be a living document subject to change as it develops. It 

will be drafted with input from the WGEO group, memberǎΩ suggestions and in coordination with 

ŎƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ tƭŜŀǎŜ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ²D9h ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƭƛǎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ΨŎƻŘŜ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƛŎǎΩ ŦƻǊ 

links to ethical codes and conduct practices of other ornithological organizations. The IOU code of 

ethics is to be published on the IOU Website https://www.internationalornithology.org/ . 

Call for volunteers: 

The IOU invites volunteers interested in contributing to the development of an IOU Code of Ethics 

and conduct practices to please contact the Chair of the IOU working Group Ethics in Ornithology,  

Jane Popovich at  WGEO@janepopowich.com 

 

Opinion Letters/Articles 

 

 

Photo by Flavio Amiel on Unsplash 

 

9ŘƛǘƻǊΩǎ Note:   Since I have not received any opinion letters or articles, I offer two of my own to 

hopefully stimulate some discussion or even better, some research.    

 

Why Do Dippers and Black-billed Magpies Flash White Eyelids? 

 

While both the dippers (Cinclus spp.) and the black-billed magpie (Pica hudsonia) are known to flash 

white eyelids, we have to be careful in our interpretations because we are in fact talking about two 

very different eyelids!    All birds have an upper and lower eyelid, but most, if not all, birds also have 

https://www.internationalornithology.org/
mailto: WGEO@janepopowich.com
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a third eyelid known as the nictitating membrane, ostensibly for protecting the cornea and 

moistening the eye.   The various species of dippers worldwide have narrow white feathers on both 

the upper and lower eyelids that produce a white flash seen in the field.  They particularly like to 

blink their white eyelids while dipping in the water, and the more agitated they are, the more they 

do both.   They are known to blink as much as 40 to 50 times a minute!   As for the black-billed 

magpie, that somewhat whitish flashing in their eyes is actually the nictitating membrane itself.  But 

that membrane ends up with a bright orange patch in the late fall of the hatch year.   In the magpies 

it is used to signal dominance in males.   Two magpies will stand sideways or facing one another with 

bills raised above sixty degrees while flashing at one another those white nictitating membranes 

with the orange patch.   Apparently, they are able to flash them independently of one another, doing 

this only on the side facing their opponent.   Back to those dippers.  While no one is really sure of the 

function of the white eyelid flashing in that species, ornithologists speculate that that it is simply 

used to catch the attention of other dippers in the area as part of courtship, as a threat display, 

and/or as an alert-signal to warn of predators in the area.  Who knows ς it might even serve to show 

dominance, as seen with the magpies.   Sounds like a great study for a graduate degree thesis!    

 

An American Dipper ǎƘƻǿǎ ƛǘǎ άǿƘƛǘŜέ ŜȅŜ ōȅ ōƭƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǳǇǇŜǊ  

and lower eyelids (Photo Credit:  Sibley Guides) 

 

--- David M. Bird, Editor 

 

 

https://www.google.com.mx/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sibleyguides.com%2F2013%2F04%2Fthe-white-eyelid-of-american-dipper%2F&psig=AOvVaw3ut4tbj01edSae4MWa6wOk&ust=1618786417458000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCLDB6dnRh_ACFQAAAAAdAAAAABAO
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Do Birds Really Care About the Colour of Bird Feeders? 

It is always rewarding to see scientific research dovetail with practical and, even better, commercial 

applications that hold benefits for our birds.   Here is an example.  I have learned that a number of 

customers who purchase green bird feeders from Brome Bird Care in Quebec resort to painting 

them in different colours.   While they likely do it for fun, it is true that some of the larger stores do 

offer a variety of brightly coloured feeders.    So, do birds really care about the colour of a given 

feeder?    Well, there was actually a study done on this in 2017, with feeder birds in the UK.   

Students working with Lesley Morrell at the University of Hull offered the same food in eight 

identical feeders with the same seed but with the metal parts painted in different colours:  red, 

yellow, green, blue, purple, black, silver and white.   Over the winter, the students spent 185 hours 

recording 7,435 visits by 11 different bird species, most of which were various tit species (like our 

chickadees), house sparrows, and a couple of finch species.   Red, yellow and blue were the least 

ŦŀǾƻǳǊŜŘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ ōƭŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǇƭŜΧōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ƭƛƪŜŘ ǎƛƭǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŜŜƴΦ   L ǿŀǎ 

not surprised that white was not favoured as it is widely believed to act as a warning colour in 

nature.  Even when the students added an ultraviolet reflectance to the blue and red feeders, it did 

not make them more attractive to birds.   Next, the students decided to find out what feeder colours 

the customers preferred.   At a science festival, they presented the same choices to visitors at their 

booth.   While the public did tend to like the brightly coloured feeders, the only colour that was 

Ƴǳǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘǎ ǿŀǎΧΧƎǊŜŜƴΦ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻriginal colour of 

ŀƭƭ ƻŦ .ǊƻƳŜ .ƛǊŘ /ŀǊŜΩǎ ŦŜŜŘŜǊǎΗ   ²ƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ .ǊƻƳŜ Ǝƻǘ ƛǘ right in the first place!    Even 

though this study is four years old, I like it for three reasons.   First, it demonstrates that 

undergraduate students can conduct good science worthy of publication in prestigious journals.  

Second, the methods used are great examples of simplicity.  And third, the findings offer practical 

benefits to both the business community, to the general public feeding birds, and to avian 

conservation in general.  

-----   David M. Bird, Editor 

¶ Original Paper:  Rothery, L., G.W. Scott and L.J. Morrell.  2017.   Colour preferences of UK garden 

birds at supplementary seed feeders.   https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0172422   

 

 

Using Trained Eagles to Take Down Drones 

As someone who has worked with drones for more than a dozen years and with birds of prey for 

almost half a century, I have had quite a number of folks bring to my attention the training of bald 

eagles to take down drones behaving badly.    It all started with the Dutch police who gained world-

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0172422%20%20%20%202
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wide attention in the media with their inaugural program.    The concept is simple.   One trains a bald 

eagle (and I am not altogether sure why this species was chosen) to regard drones as something to 

attack and άkillέ.   Why would the police do that?     Well, not all drones are flown responsibly or by 

people with good intentions.   For example, some criminals use drones to fly drugs and other illegal 

goods over the walls into prisons.   In other cases, some drone pilots take some perverse pleasure in 

flying their machines very close to airport runways and other dangerous locations.   And for sure, the 

eagles are certainly quite capable of taking down a drone; one wild bald eagle, not even defending 

its territory, did so just recently.   But if I am a bad guy and do not care about hurting eagles, I will 

simply use a more powerful machine or worse, attach ǎƘŀǊǇŜƴŜŘ ǇǊƻǇŜƭƭŜǊ ōƭŀŘŜǎ ǘƻ ƘŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ŜŀƎƭŜΩǎ 

feet (do not pass this on!!).   Yes, I know that the police, to their credit, are now placing Kevlar foot 

guards on the birds, but there is surely lots of room for error and hence, still a good chance for injury 

to an eagle striking a drone with at least four whirring and possibly sharp blades.    

 

A Bald Eagle traiƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 5ǳǘŎƘ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻ άŎŀǇǘǳǊŜέ  

an illegally flown drone (Photo Credit:  Reddit.com) 

 

Then there is the logistics factor.   By the time the police get word of a drone being flown illegally, 

they have to retrieve the bird from its aviary, load it into a vehicle, drive to the site of the offending 

drone, and launch the bird.  Most drones can only stay in the air for twenty minutes, so by the time 

the eagle is in the air, the machine is already on the ground and gone.   I guess that the public 

knowledge that the local police do have on hand a trained bald eagle to take down drones might act 

as somewhat of a deterrent.   But I have also heard that the price for acquiring such a trained eagle 

https://www.google.com.mx/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.reddit.com%2Fr%2Feurope%2Fcomments%2F4a3xdb%2Fspecially_trained_antidrone_eagle_taking_down_its%2F&psig=AOvVaw3b1gbMD4885O9AXLUS1P7f&ust=1618787227665000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCKihk97Uh_ACFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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is about $100,000 U.S. plus spending a year with the bird from the day it comes out of the egg.   So, 

why not just employ a drone-ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ ŘǊƻƴŜΧΧǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŜveral models on the market today.    

--- David M. Bird, Editor 

 

 

Recently Published Papers: 9ŘƛǘƻǊΩǎ Choice 

 

 

Photo by chuttersnap on Unsplash 

Fewer Birds, Fewer Singing Mentors, Less Song Learning, Fewer Birds 

Imagine that you are in your first year or two and learning how to speak, but that there are no other 

humans around to teach you the language you need to acquire.  In other words, no mentors about 

to learn from.  In many bird species, males spend several months in their first year, learning and 

refining the songs of their species.   While some bird species learn from their fathers, other species 

leave the nest area before they learn to sing and thus, have to find other mentors.   But what if their 

particular species is endangered and there are precious few such mentors about to learn from?    

This turns out to be exactly the case for critically endangered regent honeyeaters (Anthochaera 

phrygia) in Australia.   Over a five-year period, Ross Crate, a Ph.D. student in the lab of Robert 

Heinsohn at the Australian National University in Canberra, has been studying these strikingly 

coloured black and yellow birds, which were at one time quite common across Australia but are 

down to 300 to 400 birds in the wild today.   Once in large flocks, they now flit about as singles and 

are quite spread out across the landscape.  That means that there are many fewer mentors around 

in that impressionable first year for the young males to learn songs from.   Without those mentors, 

the youngsters do not know what song they should be learning.  Interestingly, they are instead 

picking up and producing mangled versions of songs from such common boisterous birds as noisy 

friarbirds and black-faced cuckoo-shrikes.  And Crates and his co-authors suggest that female regent 

honeyeaters do not like what they are hearing.  In fact, they are outright ignoring those males 

producing these strange sounds or abandoning them shortly after encountering them.  Neither is a 
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good outcome for a population in danger of disappearing.  So, in an effort to help the poor males in 

need of a proper song to learn from, Crates and his team are actually playing back recordings of the 

correct songs, as well as placing captive males near the youngsters.    

 

Highly endangered male regent honeyeaters are finding it difficult to locate mentors from which to 

learn their songs (Photo Credit: E-Bird) 

Original Paper:    Crates, R., N. Langmore, L. Ranjard, D. Stojanovic, L. Rayner, D. Ingwersen, and R. 
Heinsohn.   2021.  Loss of vocal culture and fitness costs in a critically endangered songbird.  Proc. R. Soc. 
B.  288: 20210225   http://doi.org/ 10.1098/rspb.2021.0225 

 

Birds in the news 

 

 

Photo by Roman Kraft on Unsplash 

 

9ŘƛǘƻǊΩǎ ƴƻǘŜΥ  LŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƭŀǘŜ-breaking news on some exciting ornithological research that 

you would like to share with IOU members, send along a summary and a photo if you wish for 

inclusion in the next issue of The Flutter. 

http://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2021.0225
https://www.google.com.mx/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Febird.org%2Fspecies%2Freghon1&psig=AOvVaw0pabLeotJXyms8kBABnt3X&ust=1618786317074000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCNiBr5rRh_ACFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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The Newest Superstars Among the Birds! 

Yƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳǇŜǊǎǘŀǊǎ ς the bird world has 

them too!   And these days, there are two real superstars out there in the world of feathered 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƳǎΧōƻǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǇƭŀƴŜǘ...and famous for two very 

different reasons.   The most notable and deserving one is a Laysan albatross (Phoebastria 

immutabilis) called Wisdom.  Not only did she recently turn seventy, she also hatched another 

ŎƘƛŎƪΧΦ ƻƴ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мst to be exact.   Now known as the oldest wild bird in history, she has outlived 

not only her previous mates but also Chandler Robbins, the biologist who first placed a metal ID 

band on her leg in 1956!   Her current mate has been with her since 2010.   While albatrosses are 

known to have the longest pair bonds in the bird world, they will take on a new mate if one has 

perished.    Considering that albatrosses only lay one egg every second year and have to contend 

with possibly dying on a fishhook on a commercial long line and more recently deal with climate 

warming affecting their food sources, living to 70 and still producing babies is a remarkable 

achievement!  

 

άWisdomέ, a Laysan albatross that holds the honour of being the oldest of all wild birds in the world, 
still produces offspring as (Photo Credit:  Wikipedia) 

The other superstar is a king penguin (Aptenodytes patagonicus) which is famous only for its colour.   

Instead of sporting the usual black, white and yellow plumage, this spectacular bird is all white with 

plenty of bright yellow showing.  While some might chalk the overall pale colour to albinism, the 

https://www.google.com.mx/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FWisdom_(albatross)&psig=AOvVaw3T-lLMdr1gLzZiv0ztoJEP&ust=1618786060154000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCPC6vZ_Qh_ACFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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more logical explanation is what we call leucism, meaning that the bird does not produce as much in 

the way of dark melanin pigments.  It just so happens that they have a pigment known only to them, 

called spheniscin, that could account for the abundance of yellow.  Anyway, the source of the colour 

is still up for debate, but meanwhile, photos of this very rare bird have been going viral.  

 

Photos of a very rare colour aberration of a king penguin went viral this year  

(Photo Credit: National Audubon Society) 

Popular Article:  May, N.  Wisdom the albatross, the world's oldest known wild bird, has another 
chick at age 70.   The Guardian, March 5, 2021   
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/mar/05/wisdom-the-albatross-the-worlds-
oldest-known-wild-bird-has-another-chick-at-age-70  
 
Popular Article: Wetzel, C.  Rare yellow penguin bewilders scientists.  Audubon Magazine, March 3, 
2021  https://www.audubon.org/news/rare-yellow-penguin-bewilders-scientists  
 

 

Maybe the Biggest Bird Brains Ever!! 

 

Two Australian scientists, Warren Handley and Trevor Worthy, hold the distinct honour of studying 

the biggest Ψbird brainsΩ in history for the first time.  And, no, they were not the brains of ravens or 

African gray parrots!   The two paleontologists examined the brain cases of extinct flightless birds in 

the dromornithidae family ς including some of the largest birds that ever existed ς and found that 

ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǾŜǊȅ άŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎέΦ    

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/mar/05/wisdom-the-albatross-the-worlds-oldest-known-wild-bird-has-another-chick-at-age-70
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/mar/05/wisdom-the-albatross-the-worlds-oldest-known-wild-bird-has-another-chick-at-age-70
https://www.audubon.org/news/rare-yellow-penguin-bewilders-scientists
https://www.google.com.mx/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.audubon.org%2Fnews%2Frare-yellow-penguin-bewilders-scientists&psig=AOvVaw28MhFiDEdMzPddRwx_T_Yv&ust=1618869117195000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCOCusOWFivACFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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Warren Handley (on the left) and Trevor Worthy are studying the brains of gigantic flightless birds 

known as the Dromornithidae (Photo Credit: EurekAlert!) 

 

A group of gigantic flightless birds known as the Dromornithidae inhabited Australia from the Late 

Oligocene, around 25 million years ago, until they went extinct as recently as 50,000 years ago, 

during the Pleistocene.  Other names, one aboriginal and the others local, are mihirung, meaning 

άƎƛŀƴǘ ōƛǊŘέ ŀƴŘ άŘŜƳƻƴ ŘǳŎƪǎέ ƻǊ άǘƘǳƴŘŜǊ ōƛǊŘέ, respectively.  The largest species could grow up 

to 3 m (9.8 ft) tall and weigh about 600 kg (1,320 lb). 

The two scientists made CT scans of the brain cases from four species of these ancient birds followed 

by creating 3D models of them and comparing them to similar (albeit smaller) ΨmodernΩ relatives.  

This revealed the size and shape of the brains, closely resembling that of chickens.   Combined with 

their large forward-facing eyes and very large bills, Handley postulates that these big-brained birds 

fed on soft leaves and fruit.    

Dromornis stirtoni, the most recent of the four species examined and the second-largest known bird 

to have ever lived, had a weird-shaped head suggesting an equally bizarre brain shape. 
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Dromornis stirtoni, the second-largest known bird to have ever lived, had a weird-shaped head 
suggesting an equally bizarre brain shape (Photo Credit: Pinterest) 

Popular Article:  Irving, M.  Giant extinct bird brains reveal "extreme evolutionary experiments".  
New Atlas, March 23, 2021  https://newatlas.com/science/dromornithidae-giant-extinct-bird-brains/  

Original Article: Handley, W.D.; Worthy, T.H. Endocranial Anatomy of the Giant Extinct Australian 

Mihirung Birds (Aves, Dromornithidae). Diversity 2021: 13, 124. https://doi.org/10.3390/d13030124  

 
 

Why Woodpecker Bills Do Not Get Stuck in a Tree 
 

When a woodpecker does what it does best, that is peck, some amazing natural forces and evolved 

adaptations come into play.   According to studies, the chisel-like bills of average-sized woodpeckers 

hammer into wood at the rate of 16 times a second ς ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ ōƭƻǿǎ ŀ ƳƛƴǳǘŜΗ   

Some liken the rate of fire of a woodpecker to a machine-gun, a sound that thankfully 99.99 percent 

of us are only familiar with on our TV and movie screens.   But not just as fast as a machine-gunς 

doubly fast!  That is an impact velocity of about 1,300 milŜǎ ǇŜǊ ƘƻǳǊΗ   Lƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ 

travels more than twice the speed of a moving bullet.   Also, special muscles in the head pull the 

ōƛǊŘΩǎ ōǊŀƛƴŎŀǎŜ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘǎ ōŜŀƪ Řǳring each blow and moreover, the skull and the beak are 

separated by a spongy shock-absorbing cartilage to combat G-forces a thousand times the force of 

https://newatlas.com/science/dromornithidae-giant-extinct-bird-brains/
https://doi.org/10.3390/d13030124
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gravity.   But here is a new piece of this incredible puzzle ς ǎƛƴŎŜ ǿŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨƘŀƳƳŜǊΩ ƛƴ 

association with woodpeckers, what keeps the bill from just sticking in the tree, like a hammered 

nail would do? In a recent study, scientists took some high-speed videos of two black woodpeckers, 

a fairly good-sized bird in Europe, pecking away at hardwood trunks in zoos and then analyzed them 

frame by frame.    They discovered anoǘƘŜǊ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘΩǎ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ǿŜŀǇƻƴǎ ς they have the ability 

to move the upper and lower beaks independently!  When the tip of the bill contacts the wood, the 

ōƛǊŘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ ǊƻǘŀǘŜs to the side a wee tiny bit, lifting the upper part of the beak and twisting it a little 

in the other direction.  This action pulls open the bill enough to create free space between the beak 

tip and the wood at the bottom of the punctured hole to allow the woodpecker to retract its beak.   

As we find out more about the amazing adaptations of these wood-drilling birds, it puts them right 

up there with the hummingbirds, at least in my books!   

 

 

Woodpeckers, like this black woodpecker, have the ability to move the upper and lower beaks 

independently to avoid getting their beaks stuck in the tree bark (Photo Credit: E-bird) 

 

Popular Video:  Pennisi, E.   ±ƛŘŜƻ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǿƘȅ ǿƻƻŘǇŜŎƪŜǊǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǎǘǳŎƪ ǘƻ ǘǊŜŜǎΦ  !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ 

Association for the Advance of Science, January 7, 2021.   

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2021/01/video-reveals-why-woodpeckers-don-t-get-stuck-trees  

 

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2021/01/video-reveals-why-woodpeckers-don-t-get-stuck-trees
https://www.google.com.mx/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Febird.org%2Fspecies%2Fblawoo1&psig=AOvVaw0pbjhr_OfjZTOV-UpUTfdY&ust=1618869738519000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCIja4vuHivACFQAAAAAdAAAAABAZ

