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Vanishing 
Voices

3 billion birds 

gone in 50 years



Grassland Birds are 
experiencing the 
greatest declines of 
any bird group.

GRASSLAND BIRDS 
LOST SINCE 1970

720 
MILLION 
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3 in 4
EASTERN MEADOWLARKS

2 in 3
GRASSHOPPER SPARROWS



North American Bird Conservation
Initiative. 2022. The State of the Birds, United States of America,
2022. StateoftheBirds.org

Losses of these birds CAN BE REVERSED 
through voluntary partnerships among 

▪ Farmers
▪ Landowners
▪ Conservation Organizations

Locally, we are well positioned to support 
grassland bird conservation.



Grassland Birds’ Basic Needs

▪ Large, open hayfields and pastures with 
ample interior area

▪ A “no-mow” period that allows young birds 
to develop in a safe environment before the 
nesting grounds are disturbed

▪ Habitat connectivity – different fields are 
important at different times and for different 
reasons (i.e., breeding, foraging, staging)
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to develop in a safe environment before the 
nesting grounds are disturbed
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The Greater Doe Run area meets these 
requirements, and we are working to make it 
a hot spot for grassland bird conservation.



▪ Work with farmers to prioritize fields 
for GBC participation based on 
agricultural and economic factors

▪ Provide responsive management 
guidance based on bird data 

▪ Educate larger community about 
grassland bird habitat needs and how 
they impact grassland management 

Partner to establish a 
Conservation Working Landscape 

in the Greater Doe Run area
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2023 GBC Action Plan

1. Enroll at least 750 acres in a 
“delayed-mow” commitment

2. Monitor participating fields 
during breeding season 

3. Tag Bobolinks to examine 
local and migratory 
movement

4. Hold outreach events for the 
community



2 0 2 3  

A  S e a s o n  o f  S u c c e s s e s



Farmers committed 1000 acres to 
“late-mow” management with 
mowing to occur after July 1.

Over 400 acres became 
“observational acres” – bird activity 
was monitored in these fields, but 
management was not altered.

Growing By the Acre
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Each field was surveyed 4 times 
during the breeding season to 
evaluate how bird composition 
and activity changed over the 
course of the breeding season.

Snapshots in Time

MONITORING PERIODS
May 15 – May 31
June 1 – June 15

June 16 –  June 30
July 1 – July 15



Focal grassland species—Bobolink, 
Eastern Meadowlark and 
Grasshopper Sparrow—were 
present at each site during at least 
on observation period.

The majority of the fields hosted 
breeding populations of at least 
one focal species, and many had 
two species breeding.

Grassland Birds 
Across the Landscape



Bobolink breeding occurred in 7 fields. 

In fields that have previously been in late-

mow management, density seems to be 

increasing.

ISSUES TO CONSIDER… 

Bobolinks at Bright’s farm may have come 

from other fields after early mowing. Buck 

& Doe and Schoolhouse Farms instituted 

delayed mowing several years ago. Buck & 

Doe Bobolinks may have moved into the 

Laurels field, which had not had breeding 

Bobolinks in previous years.

Several of the observational fields had 

Bobolinks in high densities early in the 

breeding season. Mowing occurred before 

they could complete the breeding cycle.

Bobolink Breeding Activity



Eastern Meadowlark 
Breeding Activity

Eastern Meadowlark breeding 

occurred in 12 fields. Meadowlarks 

were the most wide-spread breeders 

among the focal species. 

ISSUES TO CONSIDER… 

Meadowlarks bred in both early-mow 

and late-mow fields. They may be able 

to renest after mowing disruption, but 

they did not return to all mowed fields. 

Densities were higher in fields that had 

not been mowed. 

Habitat characteristics may have been 

a factor in fields where meadowlarks 

were observed but not breeding.



Grasshopper Sparrow breeding 

occurred in 3 fields. Grasshopper 

Sparrows had the least number of 

breeding sites among the focal species. 

ISSUES TO CONSIDER… 

Grasshopper Sparrows prefer shorter 

grass, and they nest later in the season. 

The late-mow fields may not be ideal 

breeding habitat unless there are areas 

with shorter, clumpier grasses.

 Grasshopper Sparrows may have 

nested in three other fields, but their 

densities tend to be lower, so it is more 

difficult to confirm breeding without 

observing specific breeding behaviors.

Grasshopper Sparrow 
Breeding Activity



▪ Bobolink = 3 fields

▪ Eastern Meadowlark = 6 fields

▪ Grasshopper Sparrow = 2 fields

In 2022, a Penn student examined the 
impact of field management on 
occupancy of breeding habitats in Doe 
Run. Some fields monitored 2022 were 
also monitored in 2023. Among the fields 
studied over the two years, all three 
species exhibited consistency among 
their breeding locations (indicated by the 
fields highlighted in white).

Year-to-Year Breeding Overlap



In its 3 rd  year of tagging, the WCT bird 

team placed 14  nanotags on 11  males 

and 3  females in 1  day. Tagging took place 

at 2  farms: Buck & Doe and Schoolhouse 

Farms. Over 3  field seasons, 4  males have 

been recaptured in the same field where 

they were initially tagged in 2021 . Local 

sensor stations were installed to detect local 

movement at 3  fields in 2021  and 2  

fields in 2023 . Since tagging began, 44  

Doe Run Bobolinks have been tagged.

Tagging By the Numbers



Captured and Banded: 2021

Recaptured: 2022 Recaptured: 2023



DuPont 
Road

Buck & Doe 
Farm

Buck & Doe 
Farm

Schoolhouse 
Farm

Buck 
Run 

Farm

Local movement data confirmed 

BIRDS DON’T SEE BOUNDARIES. 

They see a connected landscape 

that collectively provides for their 

habitat needs. 

Bird’s Eye View

2023: Sensor station placed at breeding and  

non-breeding fields. 

2021: Sensors stations placed at breeding fields.



The Bobolinks frequently left their breeding field 

during the breeding season, but there were 

differences between males and females. Females 

are much more loyal to their breeding habitat 

because they are caring for young.

Movement Varies by Sex



In 2023, five Bobolinks 

were tagged at 

Schoolhouse Farm, but they 

were detected multiple 

times at Buck & Doe and 

DuPont Road. Bobolinks use 

non-breeding areas to 

extend their habitat. 



Buck Run Farm: Late Season Refuge

Bobolinks move to Buck Run Farm when breeding is over and  
surrounding fields have been mowed. There, they “stage” in 
anticipation of migration. The birds feast on insects and seeds 
among the vegetation that has been left standing in the fields. 
Young birds practice training flights in preparation for the 6,000+ 
mile journey to South America.



Bobolink Detection Locations
May 17, 2021 – November 12, 2023 *

* Tags typically are active for ~ 6 months. In 2023, 8 tags were 

adjusted to extend the battery life through spring migration.
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Bobolink Detection Locations
DELMARVA PENINSULA

The Delmarva is an important stop-over on the Bobolinks’ 
journey south. The majority of the tagged Doe Run birds 
were detected at least once in the region over the three 
fall migration periods.

▪ 2021:  10 of the 20

▪ 2022 – 9 out of 10

▪ 2023 – 8 out of 14 (9 active tags)



Both males followed similar routes 

over two fall migrations separated 

by a year. In some cases, they were 

detected at the same station during 

two separate trips. In 2021, both 

male left the US via Key Largo, FL.

Two-Year 
Migration Movement



Recognizing our Success

Cornell Land Trust Bird Conservation Initiative awarded a $25K grant to the Grassland Bird 

Collaboration of Willistown Conservation Trust and its partner, Natural Lands.



Natural Lands monitored focal 

grassland species at three 

preserves—Bryn Coed, Cheslen,  

and Stroud. Bobolinks bred at 

Stroud, and Grasshopper 

Sparrows bred at Bryn Coed. It’s 

likely grassland species were 

also breeding in some areas of 

Cheslen. Natural Lands utilizes 

BMPs on all NL preserves, 

including mowing after July 15.

More habitat for birds…

In 2023, the three preserves 

each planted pollinator 

meadows and added acreage.

Bryn Coed + 17 acres

Cheslen + 23 acres 

Stroud + 7 acres

Partners in Conservation

Bellweather Birds
Field Notes by Natural Lands
June 13, 2022



PGC has installed kestrel boxes 

throughout southeastern PA. 

Kestrels used 139 boxes and 

produced 507 nestlings. Almost 

all were successfully banded 

and assumed to have fledged. 

American Kestrels



In the greater Doe Run area, 

there are now 32 kestrel boxes in 

place with 20 of them in use. In 

2023, those boxes produced 77 

nestlings. 

The Doe Run kestrel project is a 

collaborative effort among 

landowners, PGC, WCT, and 

citizen volunteers working 

together to install, maintain, and 

monitor the nestboxes to 

support the growth of the kestrel 

population in the Doe Run area.

Greater Doe Run Area

•  Active Kestrel Nestbox (20)

•  Unsuccessful Nestbox (12)

American Kestrels 
in Greater Doe Run

© Florida Fish & Wildlife



2 0 2 4

W h a t ’ s  o n  t h e  H o r i z o n ?



GBC will partner with farmers 

and landowners to expand to 

1500 acres of “bird friendly” 

farming. We will target fields 

within the Conservation Working 

Landscape established this year. 

Adding Acres



Because grassland birds occupy 

fields based on a range of 

habitat needs, the landscape 

can be viewed as a mosaic, 

providing for a variety of needs 

and outcomes. This approach 

allows for flexibility in managing 

the landscape. 

The majority of the GBC fields 

will be “late-mow,” but others 

could be mowed before May 

25. Mowing schedules can be 

set based on the species 

composition of a field.

Building in Flexibility



Not all fields are ideal for 

grassland bird breeding. 

Less productive fields 

could be earlier mow to 

allow for more productive 

fields to stand.

Building in Flexibility



Not all fields are ideal for grassland 

bird breeding. Less productive fields 

could be mowed earlier to allow for 

more productive fields to stand.

Building in Flexibility



Continue monitoring fields during 

the breeding season to evaluate 

how birds are using individual fields 

to build an understanding of field-

use across the landscape. 

Monitoring = Knowledge



Provide guidance for 

farmers and landowners 

who want to help grassland 

birds and can build 

flexibility into their 

management approaches. 

Support our Farmers 
and Landowners



In season, field assessments 

can supplement land 

management guidelines.

Support our Farmers 
and Landowners





developing a conservation land ethic that benefits all who love and use the land



Our work is only possible with the cooperation of a diverse network of individuals, 
including farmers, landowners, regional partners, supporters, and scientists.

Our farmers Jamie Hicks, Cliff and Cameron Stoltzfus, and Lew Wilkinson

Our landowners and land managers who allow their fields to part of the inaugural GBC initiative

Our grassland bird champions Bill Elkins and DD Matz 

Our conservation partners Brandywine Conservancy, Buck & Doe Trust, 
Natural Lands, PennVet New Bolton Center, and Stroud Water Research

Our program leaders Bonnie Van Alen and Dick Eales

The Willistown Conservation Trust Bird Team and the Pennsylvania Game Commission

SPECIAL THANKS TO 
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