INTERNATIONAL MIGRATORY BIRD DAY: MAY 10, 2008
By Hart Schwarz, Neotropical Bird specialist, Cibola national forest
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Background: This special day for celebrating the birds was inaugurated by Partners in Flight in 1992 as a way to highlight its mission and that of its nearly 200 Partners, i.e., The Conservation of Birds and their Habitat. The second Saturday in May was chosen because peak migration offers the ideal opportunity to bring people and birds together—to sow the seeds of wonder and caring. IMBD is also the day of the Spring Migration Count, but the two events are unrelated.
Organizers and Participants: In its eleventh year now, IMBD at Quarai has become a tradition—an event eagerly anticipated and savored. Throughout this period, the Cibola National Forest and Salinas Pueblo Missions National Monument (National Park Service) have worked together in organizing and staging this all-day event, replete with a three-hour early morning bird walk led by Hart Schwarz and Nick Vaughn, an afternoon lecture on the theme of the year by Hart Schwarz, and, of course, the bottomless cup of Shade-grown Coffee with fine cookies for the approximately 75 participants. The informal talk centered on this year’s theme entitled Tundra to Tropics, which was all about the multitude of habitats birds must traverse during their migrations. In particular, we focused on the pinyon/juniper landscape, which surrounds Quarai, and which, contrary to the expectations of most, represents habitat that rivals in importance the conifer forests higher up. By mid afternoon, “awards” were handed out that included T-Shirts, global warming mugs, shade-grown coffee and personalized Conservation Certificates. The coffee was donated by Wild Birds Unlimited on Montgomery and the cookies by the Park Service. 

The photos above: Although, collectively, we saw 57 (some years as many as 67) species that day, only one evokes universal excitement—and that is always the Great Horned Owl, which has nested inside the church every year since the celebration began, and probably for decades and even centuries before that. Incubation usually starts about mid March, and as early as late February, with eggs hatching around mid April. By the time IMBD rolls around, the young are close to fledging and can usually be seen easily at the entrance of the vega socket that has been their home. But all that being said, this year (2008) was different: the owls never showed up--for the first time in the eleven years of IMBD. Thus we can’t take anything for granted, but we hope that the owls will be back next year. Or, perhaps, something quite unexpected could happen, such as Barn Owls moving in instead. There is, in fact, an unconfirmed report that in the long-ago, Barn Owls did actually nest in the Quarai church. 
The photos above illustrate how green Quarai is. On the left, two or three recently fledged Great Horned Owls (2005) are relaxing on a cottonwood branch, oblivious to the people traffic below. The other picture (2007) is on the “birding” trail that leads from the picnic area to a picturesque little bridge and some water pools. Norma Pineda, the Chief Ranger of Salinas Pueblo Missions National Monument, is engaging a couple of IMBD participants in conversation.
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IMBD Afterglow: It is quite remarkable that in the 100-acre site that is Quarai,  such a rich array of birds should be found there. However, two factors contribute to Quarai’s attraction to birds—first, it is a virtual oasis with its cottonwoods, shrubby vegetation and perennial water; and second, the Estancia Valley is a significant migration corridor. During that one day in mid May over a ten-year period, 108 species have been recorded, about half of which either breed within Quarai or in the immediate neighborhood. 
Of course, birds don’t just pass through Quarai on IMBD; on May 17, 2008, this beautiful Magnolia Warbler stopped off at Quarai, but would have gone unnoticed had not a group of birders visited that day. Luckily, Nancy Hetrick was prepared with camera in hand to take this memorable shot. As far as anyone knows, this is the first recorded visit by a Magnolia Warbler at Quarai; it is one of our eastern warblers, which primarily breeds in Canada. So this little bundle of animated atoms still had a long ways to go.












