Recent research about the birds at our feeders
By David Bonter, Cornell Lab of Ornithology

Transmitters reveal detailed feeding behavior

Have you ever wondered how many individual
birds visit your feeders? Is it the same individuals, or
are many different birds coming to feed throughout
the day? How is feeding behavior related to weather
conditions? How many seeds can a chickadee eat per
day, anyway?
FeederWatch staff are excited to report that a new
research project is focusing on these questions and
others about the feeding behaviors of wild birds. Last
winter, Lab researchers and Cornell University students attached passive integrated transponder tags to
the leg bands of 129 Black-capped Chickadees, Whitebreasted Nuthatches, Tufted Titmice, and House
Finches. Each lightweight tag (weighing less than 0.1
gram) transmits a unique identification number that is
read by special bird feeders equipped with an antenna,
battery, and circuit board. The feeders are placed in
wooded areas around the Cornell campus, and record
the exact time and date of each visit by a tagged bird.
More than 600,000 visits were logged by the 129 birds
between November 2009 and April 2010!
Initial results from the pilot season show that individual birds may take up to 200 black-oil sunflower seeds per day. Many of these seeds were certainly
stored (cached) for later consumption. Most chickadees tended to be faithful to one or two feeding stations located within 100 m (109 yards) of one another,
but several birds abandoned one feeder site and moved
as far as 1 km (0.6 mi) to another feeding location.
We are currently expanding the project, building
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additional “wired” feeders, and tagging more birds.
Research will focus on the influence of weather and
forest fragmentation on feeding and caching behavior and overwinter survival. In addition, students will
study the influence of disease on House Finch movements. To learn more or to help support this research,
visit www.feederwatch.org/RFID.

Hummingbirds wintering in Southeast

Hummingbirds from west of the Rocky Mountains
traditionally wintered in Central America, but are
now frequently reported wintering in the southeastern United States. Little research, however, has been
conducted on which hummingbirds are wintering in
the Southeast and if these pioneering birds are successful. Is the southeastern United States a viable
wintering location? Do individual hummingbirds survive and return to these wintering sites?
Hummingbird banders Fred Basset and Doreen
Cubie began capturing and marking the wayward
hummingbirds in southern Alabama and northern
Florida in 1998 in order to answer these questions.
Over a 10-year period, they banded 1,598 individuals
of 10 species including rufous (52%), ruby-throated
(24%), black-chinned (17%), buff-bellied (3%), and
small numbers of calliope, Allen’s, broad-tailed, broadbilled, Anna’s, and Costa’s hummingbirds. Males and
females, juveniles and adults were all captured. The
researchers discovered that many birds were successfully overwintering, as 144 birds of 5 species returned
to the same wintering location and were recaptured
at least one year following the initial capture. The researchers concluded that more species and individuals
are wintering in the region than previously thought,
and that Alabama and Florida are viable overwintering areas.
If you are hosting an out-of-range hummingbird at
your feeders, be sure to report it to FeederWatch. To
contact a licensed hummingbird bander, visit www.
hummingbirdsplus.org.
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in Alabama and Florida: species diversity, sex and age ratios, and
site fidelity. Journal of Field Ornithology 80:154–162.
Photos: Cornell graduate student Jonathan DeCoste attaches a
transmitter to a House Finch in order to study the influence of disease (Mycoplasmal conjunctivitis) on movement patterns. Inset:
A tagged Black-capped Chickadee perches on an antenna attached
to a special feeder equipped to read the transmitter.

