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Skagit Audubon Members Survey Birds at SFEG 
Restoration Sites 

by Tim Manns, Skagit Audubon Society 
 

Skagit Fisheries Enhancement Group restores riparian sites to 
recover wild salmon populations, but restoration supports 
other wildlife too. Birds, for example, nest in these places and 
forage on and over them. Which species of birds use restored 
sites and how many of each species? As plantings mature how 
do bird numbers and diversity change?  
 
These are some of the questions SFEG Board Member Jim 
Johnson thought Skagit Audubon Society might be able to 
answer. With the endorsement of the SFEG board and the 
enthusiastic interest of Skagit Audubon’s board as well, Jim 

sat down with Enhancement Group staff members Lucy DeGrace and Perry Welch and with me 
representing Skagit Audubon to work out a plan. It was decided that bird monitoring would be 
done at six sites beginning in 2009 with the goal of continuing indefinitely. The six include 
McElroy Slough, Verdoes (East Fork Nookachamps Creek), Iron Mountain Ranch (Skagit 
River), Ovenell Slough (Skagit River), Howard Miller Steelhead Park, and Marblemount Boat 
Launch.  
  
The next step was for Jim, Perry, and I to lead a Skagit 
Audubon field trip introducing the project to Audubon 
members. Twelve people participated in visiting three of the 
sites on a cold February day, and those sites and others were 
immediately adopted for monitoring.  A rare sighting of an 
adult Golden Eagle over the Ovenell Slough site and several 
Wilson’s Snipe rocketing up from a muddy patch at Verdoes 

were the day’s birding highlights.  
 
After looking at various methods widely used for gathering 
scientifically useful data about birds, I designed a monitoring 
protocol, and we began surveys this past spring.  Because many 
birds do not spend the whole year in one area, it’s necessary to 
distribute monitoring days through the seasons. We will 
monitor each of the six sites at least once in the winter, again 
during spring migration, then in the breeding season, and, 
finally, during fall migration.  Monitoring involves walking or 
scanning either the whole site or a specified portion of the 
largest ones and noting all birds seen or heard within the site 
boundaries or flying over. We also separately note the birds 
seen or heard from the site but outside the survey boundaries, 
for example, on the Skagit River adjacent to Iron Mountain 
Ranch and the Ovenell Slough site or on the private properties 

Chestnut-backed Chickadee- photo 
by JB Smith 

Belted Kingfisher- photo by Phil Green 
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adjacent to McElroy Slough.  To put the information in 
context, the duration of each survey, distance walked, 
and weather are also noted as are observations of bird 
behavior such as courtship, nesting, or feeding of 
fledged young and the presence of any other wildlife.  
 
The Audubon volunteers record their data on a form, 
and it is then entered into eBird, an on-line system for 

reporting bird surveys maintained by the Cornell 
Laboratory of Ornithology. This both stores the data in a lasting way and makes it available for 
use in ornithological studies. 
 
To date, 6 surveys have been completed with 56 bird species observed either on the sites or 
flying over (including during the February field trip). Each site has a somewhat different array of 
bird life. At Ovenell Slough there are many Common Yellowthroats, a snazzy little yellow 
warbler sporting a black mask.  With its extensive grassland Iron Mountain Ranch right now is 
very good habitat for Savannah Sparrows. At both of these sites and at McElroy Slough, 3 or 4 
species of swallows and Vaux’s Swifts forage overhead for insects.  The Audubon observers at 
Verdoes noted nest building activity by an American Robin and a Bewick’s Wren. Two 
immature Belted Kingfishers were perched at McElroy Slough probably waiting for high tide 
when they could dive for the small fish they eat.  Each site has its avian 
drama with its own particular cast of characters. 
 
This September, Skagit Audubon will have one or more field trips in 
conjunction with the fall migration monitoring. If you would like to 
participate, even if just to observe, email me (bctm@fidalgo.net), and I’ll 
send details when they are available.  Skagit Audubon Society is happy 
to be contributing to SFEG’s work with this project and adding to 
knowledge about birds in the Skagit Valley.  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

Northern Flicker- Photo by 
JB Smith 

Great Blue Heron- photo 
by JB Smith 
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Common Yellowthroat-photo by Phil Green 


