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Fledgling Vocalizations of New England
Landbirds

by Hope Batcheller

Fledgling birds are a virtually unknown realm. Why is this, given the impact they
could have for monitoring breeding birds? Fledglings are young birds that have
recently left the nest, but are still dependent on parental care and feeding. Therefore,
the presence of fledglings is an indicator of breeding success, and understanding this
key stage of birds’ lives could have huge consequences for Breeding Bird Atlases and
similar breeding surveys. 

Last year, as I was developing my project for an independent study, I met Carol
Foss, Ph.D., Director of Conservation for New Hampshire Audubon. She had become
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Rusty Blackbird Surveys

by Laura Deming, Project Co-Leader, New Hampshire Audubon

In the summer of 2008, New Hampshire Audubon biologists hiked into remote
wetlands in the White Mountain National Forest in search of Rusty Blackbirds. This
reclusive species breeds in swamps, bogs, and beaver ponds throughout the spruce-fir
forests of Canada, Alaska, and the northern United States. Despite the remoteness of
their breeding habitat, Rusty Blackbirds are in trouble. Historical records and more
recent studies across North America indicate that the Rusty Blackbird decline began in
the early 1900s. Over the past forty years, however, this species has declined by about
95%, making it the fastest declining songbird in the northern forest.

The most likely causes of this decline are habitat loss and “blackbird control” pro-
grams conducted in the wintering grounds of the southeastern U.S. However,
researchers are investigating potential problems with migration habitat and breeding
habitat, where climate change, acid rain, and mercury deposition pose serious threats
to northern ecosystems.

In an effort to determine the Rusty Blackbird’s status and distribution in New
Hampshire’s spruce-fir forests, New Hampshire Audubon initiated surveys of historic
and potential breeding sites in 2006. These surveys, which were funded by the New
Hampshire Fish & Game Nongame Program, focused on the northern part of the state,
and resulted in just three occupied sites out of 23 breeding sites surveyed. In 2008,
New Hampshire Audubon staff and volunteers found Rusty Blackbirds in two out of
the three historically occupied sites surveyed in the White Mountain National Forest.
Plans are underway to expand surveys in the White Mountains in 2009. If you are
interested in volunteering to survey for Rusty Blackbirds in 2009, please contact
Laura Deming at New Hampshire Audubon, (603) 224-9909 x335;
ldeming@nhaudubon.org.
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interested in fledglings during her doctoral research and was enthusiastic to help. Her
knowledge of fledgling behavior was invaluable, and we have collaborated closely
ever since. 

I received a grant from the Vermont Institute of Natural Science (VINS) Environ-
mental Science Research Fellowship Program in the winter of 2008 with NH Audubon
as my sponsoring organization. My proposed project was to record fledgling landbirds
in New England, thereby starting an archive of their vocalizations. Through the grant
I purchased audio recording equipment, which included a digital recorder, head-
phones, and a directional microphone. In early summer I met with Lang Elliott, an
expert nature recordist from Ithaca, NY, and creator of Stokes Field Guide to Bird
Songs: Eastern Region. He not only tutored me in field techniques and recording
strategies, but also loaned me a high-quality parabolic reflector for the summer.

With so much support, the 2008 summer field season was very successful. I spent
all of July (the peak time for fledglings) in the field. To maximize species variety, I
traveled to several locations throughout Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. From
open fields in central Vermont, to the deciduous forest of Hubbard Brook Experimen-
tal Forest in the White Mountains, to the spruce bogs near Errol, New Hampshire, I
visited a great diversity of habitats.

Fledglings are captivating, yet enigmatic. Sometimes they are difficult to detect, but
at other times they cooperate perfectly. Expert ventriloquists, they are extremely difficult
to locate, a trait that presumably helps them evade predators. Their vocalizations are
generally short, repeated notes, which become faster when an adult brings food. Most
species have distinctive calls, which are identifiable in the field with practice.
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Hope Batcheller recording fledgling vocalizations in the field, photo by Mary Batcheller.
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Figures 1 and 2 are spectrographs of fledgling calls from two species I recorded.
They offer a visual representation of the birds’ vocalizations. The horizontal x-axis
represents the passage of time, in seconds. The vertical y-axis shows the frequency
(pitch), measured in kilohertz (kHz). Darker areas indicate greater intensity (volume).

Behaviorally, fledglings are usually clumsier and less active than adults. A young
fledgling often sits stationary, with fluttering wings and beak wide open whenever an
adult brings food. Older birds follow their foraging parents, begging constantly.
Fledglings are fascinating, and a delight to work with in the field.
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Figure 1. Spectrograph of Black-throated Green Warbler fledgling calls, recorded by
Hope Batcheller on July 20, 2008 in Ossipee, NH.

Figure 2. Spectrograph of Winter Wren fledgling calls, recorded by Hope Batcheller
on July 18, 2008 at Pondicherry NWR.
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The Red-winged Black-
bird fledgling shows many
characteristics typical of
fledglings. Most young song-
birds show a brightly colored
gape, though this feature is
gradually lost as the bird
ages. Note the downy
plumage, short or non-exis-
tent tail, and clumsy perching
posture.

Of course, like any field-
work, there were ups…and
downs. Finding the 2-inch-
long Winter Wren fledglings
at Pondicherry National
Wildlife Refuge in northern
New Hampshire…then get-
ting caught in a hailstorm
later that day. A fledgling Eastern Towhee calling a foot from the path…but with con-
struction noise in the background that made it impossible to get a perfect recording.
The recently fledged Common Yellowthroat four feet away…that wasn’t vocalizing.
By the end of the summer, however, I had recorded 35 species of fledglings, a very sat-
isfying total.

This fall (2008), I have been working with Lang Elliott to edit my field recordings.
By reducing unwanted noise and selecting the best call sequences, even low-quality
recordings can become usable. With this preparation, they will be suitable for use on
Web sites and audio guides. 

As our ability to identify fledglings increases, projects such as a Breeding Bird
Atlas will be vastly improved. Much information for such projects is currently lost
simply because volunteers cannot identify fledglings. Further studies could also pro-
vide insight on call development, adult behavior, and species relationships. 

I hope that making these recordings available, along with information on visual
identification and behavior, will result in greater attention being paid to fledglings.
With so much potential in this field, I encourage birders, scientists, and citizens alike
to pursue this new frontier. 

Many thanks go to Carol Foss, Lang Elliott, and VINS for their support of this
work. For field stories, recordings, and more information, visit www.fledglingbird-
ing.blogspot.com.

Hope Batcheller is a high school junior who has been an avid birder since the age of
eight. She lives in Petersburgh, New York, near the Vermont and Massachusetts borders.
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Juvenile Red-winged Blackbird photo by Hope Batcheller.
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