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COASTAL BIRD CONSERVATION
Challenging times for our beach-nesters
This year marks the ten-year anniversary of the Deepwater Horizon oil 
spill. Learn about the struggles our coastal species still face to this day.
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THE LATEST

What life is like for our sensitive beach-nesting birds ten years after the BP Oil Spill
Challenging times for Alabama’s coastal birds

by Lianne Koczur, PhD, Science & Conservation Director, and Nicole Love, Coastal Coordinator
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Just when you think you have it 
all figured out, nature has other 

plans. Our staff  have been monitoring 
Alabama’s coastal birds since 2017. 
During the 2018 and 2019 breeding 
seasons, our biologists, volunteers, and 
partners at the City of  Orange Beach 
worked countless hours to identify the 
major nesting sites for snowy plovers, 
least terns, and black skimmers along 
Alabama’s coast. And they did—over 
a dozen significant nesting sites were 
identified and monitored, from a 
rooftop in Fairhope to the far west end 
of  Dauphin Island. Coastal staff  kept 
track of  the number of  pairs, nests, 
chicks, and fledglings. The birds were 
predictable enough in those first two 
seasons that our crew started to put 
up protective fencing before the birds 
even returned from their wintering 
grounds because they knew where 
the big colonies were going to be. But 
then, well, 2020 happened. Our 2020 

shorebird breeding season coincided 
with the start of  the COVID-19 
outbreak. As in many places across the 
country, our field work was delayed due 
to beach closures. Once we were able 
to get on the beaches, we then needed 
to figure out how to keep our staff  and 
volunteers safe.

Because of  our previous years’ work, 
we felt confident we knew all of  the 
breeding sites, so we’d be ready once 
we were able to get out there. When the 
beaches opened, the signs and fencing 
went up first thing in anticipation of  
the least terns returning to historically 
the largest colony in Orange Beach 
where in 2019 there were 124 nests. 
You know that phrase, “If  you build it, 
they will come”? Well, the birds didn’t 
come. They just never showed up! Birds 
are highly mobile, which means they 
aren’t always as predictable as we’d like. 
Although the Orange Beach colony had 

been there for many years, we were able 
to document that they hadn’t been very 
successful due to human disturbance and 
depredation of  nests by coyotes.

One site where the least terns returned 
is the Beach Club Resort & Spa in 
Gulf  Shores. Who wouldn’t want to 
return there?! This site provides good 
nesting habitat, as it is a sandy, slightly 
vegetated area; however, it is surrounded 
by a road and condos, so it’s not the 
typical beach-nesting habitat. We are 
thankful to the Beach Club property 
managers for allowing us to install signs 
and fencing every year before the birds 
return. Property owners, visitors, and 
maintenance staff  all seemed to have 
respected the signs and avoided walking 
through or disturbing the colony. The 
Beach Club colony was a fairly good 
size in terms of  least tern colonies 
in Alabama; last year there were 26 
breeding pairs and 39 nests, and this 
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Love birds? Have a car registered in Alabama? Here’s your chance to support Alabama Audubon’s 
conservation and outreach mission in style! To launch the plate, we must secure 1,000 
commitments to purchase from supporters like you—and we must get them by 31 July 2021. 
It’s a win-win for Alabama’s birds and the drivers who love them!

VISIT ALAUDUBON.ORG/TAG TODAY!

Tag designed by UAB Bloom Studio

year, we estimated 40 pairs and 44 nests. 
This colony also has had its challenges, 
specifically the loss of  nests and chicks 
due to coyotes. Although we did have 
some loss this year, the colony did well 
and produced a few fledglings. 

Some shorebirds are not only 
unpredictable; they also can be quite 
opportunistic, locating newly created 
suitable habitat. While we all wondered 
what was going on with the least terns 
in Orange Beach, our partners at The 
Nature Conservancy and Dauphin 
Island Sea Lab along with one of  our 
volunteers informed us that least terns 
were nesting at a new restoration site— 
Lightning Point in Bayou La Batre. The 
restoration effort created some open 
ground with vegetation interspersed 
throughout, which is ideal nesting 
habitat for ground-nesters like least 
terns. The Alabama coast is so dynamic, 
and the birds respond to changes in the 
habitat, for better or worse. 
 
At the end of  the breeding season, 
there were a few least tern nests at 
the Orange Beach colony. The most 
exciting surprise, though, was a pair of  
black skimmers that decided to nest 
at that site—the first skimmer nest 
at Orange Beach in quite some time. 
Despite having to compete with masses 
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young. As a group, shorebirds face 
numerous challenges, including habitat 
loss due to human development and 
disturbance; depredation of  nests and 
young from ghost crabs, foxes, coyotes, 
cats, gulls, and crows; and an increase 
in the frequency and severity of  storms. 
There are ways that we can mitigate 
some of  these things to give the birds a 
fighting chance, and we look forward to 
working on these important next steps.
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2020 BREEDING SEASON TOTALS*

of  people on the 4th of  July holiday, 
this nest successfully hatched two 
chicks! Our team monitored the young 
birds, and we were happy to see they 
successfully fledged.

Understanding where birds do and do 
not nest, and why, is an important part 
of  our work on the coast. Our goal 
now is to use the information we have 
collected over the past three breeding 
seasons to figure out how we can help 
these birds successfully produce more 

PAIR(S):

28
1
2

FLEDGLING(S):

*These numbers do not include data from the nearshore islands as we were unable to monitor 
those sites this season. Snowy plover numbers do not include pairs and nests at Bon Secour 
National Wildlife Refuge, which is monitored by our partners at American Bird Conservancy.



A Birmingham native, Meg Ford 
has worked as a musician and an 
educator for over a decade. In 2014, 
her desire to learn more about the 
flora and fauna of  her home state 
led her to a career in conservation, 
first at Birmingham’s Ruffner 
Mountain Nature Preserve, then at 
McDowell Environmental Center in 
Winston County, experiences that 
cemented her lifelong dedication 
to conservation, outreach, and 
community. When Meg’s not 
spending time outside hiking or 
gardening, you can find her around 
playing violin or enjoying a local 
show. Welcome to the team, Meg!

Welcome our first-ever  
Black Belt Coordinator!

Big news in the 
Black Belt

STAFF NEWS

Honor those who have 
made an  impact on your 

life by  making a memorial 
or  honorarium gift today at 
alaudubon.org/give. Your 

tax-deductible  financial 
 contributions play a key 

role in sustaining the work 
of  Alabama Audubon and 

 protecting the birds you love.  
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During the first-ever online Annual 
Membership Meeting on Thursday, July 
9th, the board of  Alabama Audubon 
proudly presented their third annual 
Yellowhammer Award to Anne Miller. 

The Alabama Audubon Yellowhammer 
Award recognizes members who have 
gone above and beyond to promote 
conservation and a greater knowledge 
of  birds, their habitats, and the natural 
world. The honoree embodies the spirit 
of  Alabama Audubon, whose passion 
and hard work on behalf  of  bird 
conservation have made a lasting 
impact. Greg Harber and Elberta Reid 
were previous recipients in 2018 and 
2019, respectively.

Joe Watts, former Board President 
and now Vice President of  Programs, 
recalled, “I first met Anne around 
twenty years ago and then again ten 
years ago. Our first meeting was 
uneventful, but I distinctly remember 
the second meeting. We were in a 
large room in Montgomery, and I was 
leading a meeting. She was sitting with 
another Audubon member, and they 
had multiple questions about how the 
work we were doing would involve 
birds, and particularly, how it would 
involve the birding community. I’ve 
loved her ever since. She’s been active 
with the field trips committee for years, 
leading outings and going on many that 
she doesn’t lead. She’s been a tireless 
advocate for bringing new birders into 
the fold, and she’s quick to share her 
spotting scope with a stranger just so 
they can see a distant shorebird.”

Anne Miller founded and directed 
Alabama’s first and largest wildlife 
rehabilitation program—the Alabama 
Wildlife Center—for thirty years. Since 
her retirement, she has continued 
teaching wildlife rehabilitators across 
the U.S. about returning young wild 
animals to their parents, as an alternative 
to raising them in captivity. For her 
leadership in this area, Anne received 
a Lifetime Achievement Award from 
the National Wildlife Rehabilitator’s 

Long-time wildlife rehabilitator recognized for her life’s work
Anne Miller receives Yellowhammer Award

MEMBER NEWS

Association in 2017. She’s also an 
enthusiastic birder and was involved 
in expanding the Alabama Birding 
Trails system throughout our state. 
Anne recently completed a two-year 
term as President of  the Alabama 
Ornithological Society and remains an 
active member of  the AOS board of  
directors. She currently serves on the 
Field Trips and Programs committees 
for Alabama Audubon, and in 2019, 
she joined the adult course faculty 
teaching both in-person and online 
courses about topics ranging from using 
eBird for community science to helping 
baby birds.

“Anne has been a mentor to me, and 
when I first began my career at what 
was formerly Birmingham Audubon two 
years ago, she took me under her wing 
and taught me how to identify birds 
by their field marks and songs. We at 
Alabama Audubon are so grateful for all 
she has done for our organization and 
on behalf  of  birds and bird lovers in our 
state,” said Sarah Randolph, Outreach 
& Communications Director. “Anne 
truly encompasses what it means to be 
a conservationist, and it’s a privilege 
to know her and to have the honor of  
presenting her with this award.”

This year’s Yellowhammer Award was 
designed by UAB Bloom Studio student 
Sophie McVicar.

PHOTO BY MATT HUNTERPHOTO BY MATT HUNTER



COMMUNITY SCIENCE
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An update on our little aerial acrobat friends
Crazy about chimney swifts

by Lianne Koczur, PhD, Science & Conservation Director

It seems like only last week when I 
heard, then saw, the first chimney swifts 
of  the spring in my neighborhood, and 
all of  a sudden, we are preparing for 
their departure! Fall brings its own swift 
fun in the form of  swiftnados, and I am 
excited to watch that natural wonder 
again soon. Chimney swifts are one of  
our favorite species here at Alabama 
Audubon (let’s be honest, most birds are 
our favorites), but swifts really have that 
“wow” factor. If  you’ve watched 3,000 
of  them coming into a chimney to roost 
at night, you know what I mean. 

The chimney swift population has 
been declining over the past several 
decades, down 72% since 1966. There 
are several factors that have likely been 
contributing to the decline: continued 
logging resulting in the loss of  natural 
nesting and roosting habitat, capping or 
demolition of  chimneys that have been 
used for nesting and roosting, and the 
use of  pesticides resulting in a decline 
of  insect populations—swifts’ food 
source. One way that Alabama Audubon 
works to mitigate some of  this habitat 
loss is funding the construction of  
nest towers. These towers are basically 

artificial chimneys—a big birdhouse 
made specifically for chimney swifts. 
We have seen these towers successfully 
produce young over the past two years. 

Through Alabama SwiftWatch, we hope 
to document the locations and use 
of  chimneys by nesting and roosting 
swifts. Not only will we get a better 
understanding of  the population size of  
swifts in the state, but we can discuss 
chimney preservation with building 
owners. If  you haven’t joined our 
SwiftWatch team, there’s still time! Learn 
more at alaudubon.org/swifts or 
email lianne@alaudubon.org for more 
information and to sign up. This season, 
the minimum commitment is just three 
evenings: August 9th, September 13th, 
and October 11th. But if  you just can’t 
get enough SwiftWatch-ing, we get it. 
You can go out and collect data as often 
as you’d like!

One month into the 2020 SwiftWatch 
season, our SwiftWatch volunteers 
have submitted 76 entries for roost-
site monitoring across the state. We’ve 
counted a cumulative 5,123 swifts, and 
the largest roost so far had 600 birds!

Highlights from the Audubon-Datnow Forest Preserve   Summer 2020
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FALL CALENDAR

Audubon at Home: Native Tree Identification (Day I).* Fall is an excellent time to learn to identify native trees by 
their leaves and fruits, branch and bark patterns, landscape location (wet-site to dry-site), and soil type. Learn from 
Henry Hughes, who worked in urban and rural forestry in Alabama for over 25 years. Five class meetings online on 
Tuesday nights (10/6, 10/13, 10/20, 10/27, 11/10), 6–7 p.m. $50 (one-time registration fee covers all five classes). 

6 October 
Tuesday

Audubon at Home: Vultures.* More on this new online course from Jessie Griswold coming soon! 22 September 
Tuesday

The health and well-being of our members and the communities in which they live continue to be a top priority to all of us here at Alabama 
Audubon. During the COVID-19 pandemic, all in-person, public programming remains canceled until further notice. We are keeping a 
close eye on the developing situation and will resume our in-person programs when we feel it’s safe to do so. Check out our upcoming online 
events at alaudubon.org/events, and tune into our Facebook page for info on when you can go birding with us virtually! We have many 
more virtual events coming up than what are noted below, and details will be posted to our website as soon as we get them lined up with our 
faculty and volunteers. *Pre-registration is required on our website. 

Audubon at Home: Intro to Birds & Birding (Day I).* Master birder Greg Harber teaches you everything you’ll need 
to know about your new favorite hobby. Seven class meetings online on Monday nights (9/14, 9/21, 9/28, 10/12, 
10/19, 10/26, 11/2), 6–8 p.m. CDT $70 (one-time registration fee covers all seven classes).

14 September 
Monday

MEMBER NEWS

Remembering those who left a lasting legacy with Audubon
In Memoriam

by Elberta Reid

Judge James H. Hancock died peacefully 
on July 24, 2020, and Audubon lost one 
of  its most valued members. There is 
an excellent biography of  his life and 
many accomplishments to be found in 
his obituary in al.com that we encourage 
you to read at tinyurl.com/y6gejokd.

Jimmie had a life-long interest in the 
natural world. He and Jeanette, his wife 
of  62 years, raised their three children 
hiking, camping, and canoeing—all 
the while, during the formative years, 
attending Audubon’s Wildlife Film 
series. Early in the 1960s, they entered 
a long-term lease on an historic house 
in Mentone, and over the next several 
years they became friends with Dick and 
Alice O’Ferrall, owners of  Alpine Camp, 
which was a short walk down the gravel 
road. Blanche Dean was always after 

various friends in Audubon to resume 
her nature camps. The Hancocks took 
up the campaign when they decided 
that Alpine would be the perfect venue 
for a nature camp. I was president of  
Birmingham Audubon that year, and 
knowing Dan Holliman’s interest in 
Blanche’s camps, I finally told Jeanette 
that if  she would commit to being the 
administrative director, we could enlist 
Dan to organize the academic aspects 
and put the project together. Thus, 
in 1977, we had the first Audubon 
Mountain Workshop.  

We are still having annual Mountain 
Workshops, thanks in many ways to 
Jimmie and Jeanette, who remained 
fully involved for the first 20 years and 
were always a fixture there. Jimmie 
participated for many years and was one 

of  the stalwarts who greeted attendees 
on arrival. He also led tours of  the 
Mentone area during the long luncheon 
break and, with Jeanette, entertained 
the volunteer staff, who always arrived 
a day early to set up the camp. He knew 
everyone, and everyone knew and 
loved Jimmie. He was always careful, 
as a judge, not to overstep the line of  
neutrality in our community, but we all 
knew he was our friend.  

We will miss his presence among us and 
are grateful for his life.
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56th Annual Fall Bird Count. For this year’s count, we’re inviting members of the public to count birds at their 
feeders and in their yards. More info coming soon!

26 September 
Saturday

Southern Exposure Premiere. Alabama Audubon is excited to be a part of this film fellowship program that is actively 
raising awareness about Alabama’s incredible natural resources and important environmental issues that impact all of 
us. Alabama Public Television will host the world premiere at 7 p.m. CDT. RSVP at ovee.itvs.org/screenings/97azw?  
There will be more opportunities to view the films as well, so stay tuned to southernexposurefilms.org.

17 September 
Thursday

AMERICAN GOLDFINCH BY GREG HARBERAMERICAN GOLDFINCH BY GREG HARBER

Education MiniGrant deadline. Due to COVID-19, we’ve extended our deadline for MiniGrant applications and last 
year’s recipients’ reports. More at alaudubon.org/minigrants.

30 October 
Tuesday



MEMBERSHIP

Join us welcoming our new and returning local members:
Birds of a feather

KATHERINE ANDERSON
SHIRLEY ANDREWS
BILL BARNHILL
BENJAMIN BENADUM
SALLY BERGQUIST
JULIE BISHOP
ASHLEY BLACK
KAREN BOOTH
DELISA BROWN
COURTNEY BROWN
SUSANNA BUIE
MARILYN BUTLER
AMANDA CAMMARATA
JANE CAPONE
CORA CAUSEY
JUDY CHRISTRUP
TRINITY CHURCH
ROBERT COLEMAN
CARTER CROUCH
GUESNA DOHRMAN
MARK DONAHUE
DAVID DONALDSON
DEVONNE ELLIS
KATE ESTROP
LORIE FELTON
KRISTINE FITTS
NANCY FONTENOT
TONYA FORMBY
SANDIE BROWN FORSYTH
TRACY GILLIOM
NANCY GLAUB
GLENN GREATHOUSE
CONSTANCE GRUND
JENNIFER HADDOX WILLIAMS
SUSAN HARRIS
ELIZABETH HARTLEY

DORIS HATCH
TOM HICKERSON
KEN HORST
YVONNE JACKSON
LAUREN JAMES
LYNN JARNAGIN
TIMOTHY JOE
EDWARD JOURNEY
MELISSA KENT
DEBORAH KING
AMY KINGMAN
MATTILENE LAWRENCE
LINDA LEE
MOLLY LEE
JENNIE LOMBARDO
PEG LYONS
VICKI MARION
KELLY MARSHALL
JOSEPH MASSEY
JANET MATTHEWS
JOSH MAY
JESSICA MCALPINE
MATT MCDONALD
ALEXIS MCLEAN
JEANNE MERCHANT
VAUGHN MILLNER
FAYE PALMISANO
JANICE POOLE
JEANNE PRINGLE
BARBARA REILLY, PHD
LAURA REINSTETLE
ELIZABETH RIGGINS
BELINDA RINGPFEIL
DEBORAH ROBBINS
SAMZILLA ROSE
STEPHEN ROSTAND

BARBARA ROYAL
STUART ROYAL
KERSTIN SCHRODER
JESSICA SCHULZ
MICHAEL SEALE
JAMIE SELLS
ROBERT SHARP
ANNE SHAW
KATHY SHERRER
REBECCA SILVER
CHERYL SPEIGHT
KAREN STANMORE
DARLENE STOKES
KAREN SULLIVAN
KIRK SUMMERS
ROBYN TESAURO
BAMBI TIGGINS
WILLIAM TILY
ANNE TRUE
ANNA USRY
PAMELA WALLIS
CAROL WARNER
GARY WARNER
RENE WASHINGTON
JULIE WEST
AMY WHITE
HAYLEY WIDDEN
DAVID WILKINSON
CASEY WILLIAMS
CAROL WOLFE
SAMANTHA WOLFE
JANET WOMACK
BENJAMIN WOMBLE
THOMAS YUILL
JANE ZOELLICK

GIVING

A special “thank you” to all who gave honoraria and memorial contributions this season
Honoring those who made an impact
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ALABAMA AUDUBON STAFF, honored by Ansel Payne

MERRILL B. BAKER, memorial by Glenn Greathouse, in support of Tony and Trisha Baker

PAUL FRANKLIN, honored by Kathryn and Allen Corey

JAMES HANCOCK, memorial by Lori Oswald and Hans Paul

SHARON HART WISE, memorial by Edward Journey

GREG HARBER, honored by Trinity United Methodist Church
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MISSION

To promote conservation and a greater 
knowledge of birds, their habitats, and the 
natural world. 

CONTACT INFO
Birmingham Office
3720 Fourth Avenue South, 2nd Floor
Birmingham, Alabama 35222
Phone: (205) 719-3678

Coastal Office
Email: coast@alaudubon.org

Greensboro Office
Coming soon!

http://alaudubon.org
info@alaudubon.org

Follow us on social media
Facebook: @alaudubon
Twitter: @alaudubon
Instagram: @alaudubon

PEOPLE

Alabama Audubon publishes Flicker Flashes four times a year. 
Editor: Sarah Randolph
Contact: sarah@alaudubon.org

Flicker Flashes

While Alabama Audubon is a chapter of the National Audubon Society, we are also 
an independent 501(c)(3) organization that relies on your support to carry out our 
outreach and conservation work. By giving directly to Alabama Audubon, you ensure 
that every dollar stays in Alabama for the benefit of our state’s birds and bird lovers. 


