
VWL Grassland Biodiversity 

Bird Surveys



Goals of  VWL Bird Surveys

• To advance our understanding of the relationship between grassland bird populations, habitat 
structure, and land management practices.

• Identify landscape features that correlate with the occurrence of target grassland species.
• Provide landowners and land managers with species lists specific to their properties and land 

management practices. 
• Engage the community through use of volunteer naturalists on the importance of grassland bird 

conservation. 

Without support from our incredible community scientist team, we would not be able to make 
as significant of an impact as we are. Thank you for all you do! 
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Goals of  VWL Bird 

Surveys

Bird surveys are carried out using a point count method. Community scientists stand at 
predetermined points (labeled A, B, & C) within survey fields and note every bird they see and hear 

within two distance bands (0 – 50m and between 50 – 100m) for a total of 10 minutes 



Before Surveying



Equipment Needed

Required Recommended 

Binoculars Sun protection (hats, sunscreen) 

Clipboard with datasheets, survey manual and site map Insect repellant

Pencils (>5) and blank note sheets First Aid kit

Stopwatch Field Guide

Water Camera/Recording device (optional) 

Long pants & sturdy field boots Range finder/Measuring tape (optional)

VWL Parking Sign (provided by VWL)

GPS Unit or Navigation App on phone



Survey Timing/Schedule

May June

May 15 – May 25 Visit 1

Visit 2

Visit 3

May 29 – June 8

June 12 – June 22

• Each site is surveyed 3 times
• Visits should be at least 4 days apart
• Survey within 3 hours of sunrise
• Coordinate with your partner(s), survey site 

landowner(s), and the VWL Survey Coordinator





During Survey
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Alpha Codes

BRDL



Alpha Code Rules



Alpha Code Rules

Bobolink by Ryan Sanderson; 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

Macaulay Library



Alpha Code Rules

Common Yellowthroat by Mark 
Daly; Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

Macaulay Library
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Entering Data



• Song 
• Size and Shape
• Color and Pattern
• Behavior
• Habitat

Bird ID Tips



Bird ID Tips: Song

• Clear whistle or 
harsh/unmusical?

• Descending or rising?
• Low or high frequency?
• Note repetition or new 

notes?



Bird ID Tips: Size & 

Shape

• Place bird into size 
category 

• Squat, stocky, tall or thin?
• Crest on head?
• Focus on size and shape of 

bill, tail or feet

Downy Woodpecker Hairy Woodpecker



Bird ID Tips: Color 

& Pattern

• What are primary 
colors of bird?

• Colors of bill, legs and 
feet?

• Does bird have wing 
bars, eye stripes, 
streaks, or spots?



Bird ID Tips: 

Behavior

• How does it move 
through the 
landscape?

• Is it soaring in the sky 
or flitting in a tree?



Bird ID Tips: 

Range/Season/

Habitat

• What habitat are you 
in, grassland, forest, 
wetland or urban?

• Are you in the birds 
expected range?

• What time of year is it?



Sibley Birds 
2nd Edition ($)

 
 
 iNaturalist

Bird Resources

Coming Soon! 

 Merlin Bird ID

 
 Larkwire App ($$)

 
 
 Chirp! Birdsongs App ($)

 

Helpful Websites: 

            (Audubon.org)

 
 (aba.org)         (virginiabirds.org) 

   

• All About Birds (allaboutbirds.org)
• eBird (ebird.org)

Helpful Apps:



Happy Birding!

Christopher Rademacher
Biodiversity Technician
rademachercj@si.edu
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