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Background  
 

Every autumn , thousands of warblers, vireo s, kinglets, thrushes, sparrows, and 

other songbirds pass through Wisconsin on their migration south. Birds migrate 

in order to live in an area wit h ample food , sometimes traveling as far as South 

America . Most birds need to migrate ; in fact, 62%- 80% of North Americaõs bird 

species are migratory .  

 

Before migration, birds eat extra food in order to build up fat reserves. However,  

they canõt complete the journey on just one meal . Scientists have recently 

realized the importa nce of small patches of habitat  know n as stopover sites . A 

bird may spend from one day to two weeks  resting, eating, and storing up fat  at 

a stopover site . Without stopover sites, m igration would be impossible . Because 

habitat destruction and human development  have mad e migration more 

difficult and caused a decrease in  bird  populations , stopover sites are becoming 

increasingly valuable.  

 

During fall migration, most birds feed  prima rily  on arthropods ( insects , mites, 

and spiders), supplemented by small fruits (berries). Larger birds such as 

thrushes and waxwings eat whole 

fruits, while smaller birds drink the 

pulp by piercing fruit  with their bills . 

The plants of SANC d oubtlessly play a 

crucial role in provid ing  food but 

there is currently no research on how 

beneficial each plant species is . The 

purpose of this project is to  help 

Schlitz Audubon Nature Center  

(SANC) maintain a good stopover site 

by creat ing  a catalog that clearly sho ws 

which plants are  serving which species of birds and helps  guide the SANCõs 

decisions when adding  or removing plants.   

Black- capped Chickadee  
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Procedure  
 

Between September 19, 2009, and October 31, 2009, I recorded bird activity in 

various parts of SANC. This timeframe included  early, peak, and late migration  

in order to observe a variety of birds . Each time I observed a bird obtaining 

food from a plant I recorded it in  my notebook. There were  four sections of my 

notes: plant species , use, bird  species , and number . Plant species  included  

flowers, vines, shrubs, and trees. The use section show ed how the bird 

benefited  from the plant. Possible entries  under use include d fruit , arthropods 

(insects , mites,  and spiders) , seed, seed storage, and pecking.  In bird species , I 

wrote  the sp ecies name  and in number , the number of individuals of that 

species  of bird . In order  for a plant to be included in the repor t, a minimum of 

five individual birds  need ed to be observed feeding on that species of plant . 

 

I arranged  the data in plant - specif ic data  tables and also in category graphs . 

Under each plant  description  is a table  of the birds that I observed feeding on 

that plant. In the Graphs  section , I divided the plants  into three categories: 

trees, shrubs, and wildflowers.  For each category , there are two  stacked bar  

graphs comparing the usefulness of all plants in 

each category . One graph compares  the number of 

individual birds that the plants fed , and the other 

compares  how many species the plants fed . I chose 

to use stacked bar graphs because  they show the 

overall number of birds or species that the plants 

benefited . Based upon these data, I drew  my 

conclusions.  

 

 

 

 American Redstart  
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The Plants  and Data  
*Non - natives are colored red  

Trees 
Green Ash  
By far the most common tree  on the property , birds used 

Green Ash greatly . Warblers, vireos, and other 

insect ivorous birds were most often seen catching 

arthropods  from the leaves of this plant. Ash trees are 

hosts for tiger swallowtails, ash and waved sphinxes, and 

polyphemus  moths . Woodpeckers and Brown Creepers  

used this tree most often  to hunt for arthropods  on  or in  

the bark. White - breasted Nuthatches and Red - bellied 

Woodpeckers were observed storing seeds in the treesõ 

creviced bark . 

 

 

 

 Bird Species 
Number of 
individuals Food/Activity 

 Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 1 arthropods 

 Downy Woodpecker 5 arthropods 

 Red-bellied Woodpecker 2 storing seed 

 White-breasted Nuthatch 3 storing seed 

 Brown Creeper 4 arthropods 

 Magnolia Warbler 8 arthropods 

 Black-and-white Warbler 3 arthropods 

 Blackburnian Warbler 1 arthropods 

 Blackpoll Warbler 8 arthropods 

 Nashville Warbler 4 arthropods 

 Chestnut-sided Warbler 1 arthropods 

 Black-throated Green Warbler 1 arthropods 

 Bay-breasted Warbler 1 arthropods 

 Yellow-rumped Warbler 8 arthropods 

 Orange-crowned Warbler 1 arthropods 

White - bre asted Nuthatch storing seed  
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 American Redstart 3 arthropods 

 Black-capped Chickadee 3 arthropods 

  1 seed 

 Red-eyed Vireo 2 arthropods 

 Philadelphia Vireo 2 arthropods 

 Northern Cardinal 2 seed 

 Golden-crowned Kinglet 6 arthropods 

Total 21 70  

 

White Spruce   
Thi s northern - forest  tree was very useful to many birds. Flocks of 

kinglets often hunt ed for arthropods  in their needles. The nutritious  

seeds were  an important source of food for  chickadees and Red -

breasted Nuthatches . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Norway Spruce  
Although non - native, this tree was  still  useful  to birds. It  was an 

exception to the rule that non - native plants do not support many 

arthropods . Late in migration, flocks of kinglets often hunt ed for 

arthropods  in the needles . However,  this tree attracted  half as many 

species and five fewer  individuals than the native White Spruce. The 

Norway is not known to be particularly beneficial to birds.  

 

 

 Bird Species 
Number of 
individuals Food/Activity 

 Golden-crowned Kinglet 20 arthropods 

 Black-capped Chickadee 2 arthropods 

 Downy Woodpecker 1 pecking 

Total 3 23  

 Bird Species 
Number of 
individuals Food/Activity 

 Downy Woodpecker 2 pecking 

 Red-breasted Nuthatch 2 seeds 

 Blackpoll Warbler 1 arthropods 

 
Black-capped 
Chickadee 7 arthropods 

  4 seeds 

 
Golden-crowned 
Kinglet 11 arthropods 

 Brown Creeper 1 arthropods 

Total 6 28  



 6 

White Cedar  
The many plantings of this tree have been very worthwhile. A few 

warblers, many kinglets, and some other birds fed on arthropods in 

its leaves .   

 

 Bird Species 
Number of 
individuals Food/Activity 

 Blue-headed Vireo 1 arthropods 

 Red-eyed Vireo 2 arthropods 

 Black-capped Chickadee 7 arthropods 

 American Redstart 1 arthropods 

 Black-and-white Warbler 2 arthropods 

 Golden-crowned Kinglet 3 arthropods 

Total 6 16  

 

Eastern Red Cedar  
Late in migration, large flocks of Cedar W axwings and other 

fruit - eating birds ate the berries that this tree copiously 

produce d. Birds ate arthropods  on this tree less often.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Bird Species 
Number of 
individuals Food/Activity 

 Black-capped Chickadee 4 arthropods 

 Cedar Waxwing 20 fruit 

 Purple Finch 5 fruit 

 American Robin 1 fruit 

 Golden-crowned Kinglet 3 arthropods 

Total 4 33  

 

 

 

 

Cedar Waxwings eating Red 
Cedar fruit  
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Eastern White Pine    
The scattered  White Pines  on the property provide d a 

substantial  amount of arthropod s for warblers, 

chickadees, and more.  Chickadees , and probably other 

songbirds , ate the seed s as well . 

 

 

 

 

 Bird Species 
Number of 
individuals Food/Activity 

 Black-capped Chickadee 5 arthropods 

  3 seed 

 Brown Creeper 2 arthropods 

 Black-and-white Warbler 2 arthropods 

 Blackpoll Warbler 1 arthropods 

 Downy Woodpecker 1 pecking 

 Magnolia Warbler 1 arthropods 

 American Redstart 1 arthropods 

 Golden-crowned Kinglet 3 arthropods 

Total 9 19  

 

Quaking Aspen  
Although not many birds were observed on the m in this study, 

aspen are known to be highly productive for birds.  Quaking Aspen s 

are also  a host for  a variety of arthropods  that are food for  

woodpeckers and sapsuckers.  

 

 Bird Species 
Number of 
individuals Food/Activity 

 Black-capped Chickadee 1 arthropods 

 Blackpoll Warbler 2 arthropods 

 Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 1 pecking 

 Ruby-crowned Kinglet 1 arthropods 

 Downy Woodpecker 1 arthropods 

Total 5 6  
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Black Locust  
Introduced from the Appalachian  Mountains, this tree  hosted many 

arthropods  and supported a large amount of insect - eating birds.  

All birds observed in this tree were seen on the terrace by the lake.  

It is possible that this position funneled  in more migrants . 

 

 Bird Species 
Number of 
individuals Food/Activity 

 
Black-throated Green 
Warbler 1 arthropods 

 Red-eyed Vireo 4 arthropods 

 
Black-capped 
Chickadee 7 arthropods 

 American Redstart 2 arthropods 

 Blackpoll Warbler 3 arthropods 

 
Black-and-white 
Warbler 5 arthropods 

 Blue-headed Vireo 2 arthropods 

 Brown Creeper 1 arthropods 

Total 8 25  

 

Slippery Elm  
Most trees on the property are very young due to Dutch 

Elm Disease. A small number of birds were seen using 

them. Birds are known to eat their seeds.  

 

 

 

 

 

 Bird Species 
Number of 
individuals Food/Activity 

 Red-eyed Vireo 1 arthropods 

 American Redstart 1 arthropods 

 Ruby-crowned Kinglet 2 arthropods 

 Black-capped Chickadee 2 arthropods 

Total 4 6  

 

 

 

 


