
COMMON BIRDS IN DECLINE

MINNESOTA’S VULNERABLE COMMON BIRDS
Percent Decline 

Since 1967
EASTERN MEADOWLARK   (Sturnella magna)
Like many grassland birds, meadowlarks are threatened by agricultural production that uses 
monoculture row cropping and early season mowing. Suburban development of open fields 
contributes to their habitat loss. Smart growth strategies that protect open land and greater 
enrollment in conservation farm programs will protect habitat these birds need. 

RED-HEADED WOODPECKER   (Melanerpes erythrocephalus)
These iconic birds face a diminishing supply of the resources needed to create their nesting, 
roosting and foraging habitats – older growth and dead trees and snags. The cutting of older, 
rotting trees especially in urban areas, clearcuts, and fire suppression all can reduce available 
habitat.  A reduction in pesticide use will also benefit this species. 

PURPLE MARTIN   (Progne subis)
Today virtually all Martins nesting east of the Rocky Mountains nest in man-made housing.  A 
large threat to Purple Martins are the English House Sparrow and the European Starling, both 
non-native. These exotics compete for nest sites/cavities and kill Martins by attacking them in 
their nests. Provision of nest boxes is an effective way to increase Purple Martin numbers.

INDIGO BUNTING   (Passerina cyanea)
These birds, inhabiting brushy and weedy places like abandoned farms, are known for their 
bright blue males and their spirited song that can be heard anytime of day.  On tropical winter-
ing grounds these birds are commonly killed for food and sport. They are a popular cage bird 
in Europe and Latin America. It is one of the species that benefits from shrub habitat.

NORTHERN PINTAIL   (Anas acuta)
As one of the earliest nesting ducks in the prairie pothole region, Northern Pintail nests are 
vulnerable to spring planting. Population declines have been dramatic and due, in part, to loss 
of wetland and grassland habitats. Protection and management of these habitats, especially in 
western Minnesota should benefit this duck.
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Many of our most common and beloved birds are experiencing precipitous population declines.  Analyzing 40 years 
of population information collected by citizen scientists for Audubon’s Christmas Bird Count and combining 

this with the Breeding Bird Survey data from the U.S. Geological Survey, Audubon has identified the most vulnerable 
common birds at the national and state levels. 

The results are sobering.  Of the 20 fastest declining common bird species in the nation, 16 are in Minnesota.  Many 
are showing declines of nearly 80 percent since 1967.  In Minnesota, we find many additional species experiencing 
steep declines as well.  These birds will be added as priority conservation targets in our projects in the coming months.  
Working with our chapters, partners, and people like you, we can make a difference for Minnesota’s birds.  

[ A State of the Birds Report from the Minnesota State Office of the National Audubon Society ]
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MINNESOTA 
HABITATS AT RISK

Minnesota’s forests, grasslands, 
wetlands, lakes and rivers 
host over 400 species of birds. 
This diversity of birds is the 
result of the variety of habitats 
found across Minnesota as the 
state straddles three very dif­
ferent ecological boundaries. 
We have the boreal forest, the 
prairie/hardwood transition 

zone and the prairie grasslands. Within each are many 
smaller habitats that create specialized niches for a var­
iety of birds. However, many of these habitats face a 
number of threats. Forest habitat is being degraded by 
fragmentation, particularly as large forest blocks are 
being sold. There is tremendous development pres­
sure on our private lakeshores that are often converted 
to a lawn as might be found in the city. Despite laws, 
wetlands continue to be lost to agriculture or develop­
ment. Meanwhile, populations of grassland birds like 
the meadowlarks are dropping due to suburban and 
agricultural development on open grasslands, as well as 
early-season mowing and conversion to row crops.

WHAT AUDUBON 
MINNESOTA IS DOING

Minnesotans care deeply 
about birds and their habi­
tats. Audubon Minnesota 
is working with volunteers 
across the state to monitor 
bird populations and pro­
mote awareness and sound 
stewardship on the ground.  
Our Important Bird Area 

program is identifying critical bird habitat in the state 
and we have begun to work with partners to promote 
bird conservation in these areas. Our state members, 
over 10,000 strong, are effective advocates with their 
federal, state, and local elected officials in speaking 
up for laws and policies that promote environmental 
protection, such as our successful efforts to pass a Great 
Lakes Compact earlier this year and the progress made 

in achieving dedicated funding for natural resources. 
And our 14 chapters around the state promote envi­
ronmental awareness through the field trips, school 
programs, and regular public meetings they organize 
and conduct.

WHAT YOU CAN DO
Minnesotans can help 
keep common birds 
common in a variety 
of ways. · You can 
play a critical role in 
helping to determine 
bird population trends 
by taking part in bird 
monitoring projects 
such as the Christmas 
Bird Count and the 
Great Backyard Bird Count. · Contact your elected 
officials at least once a year to express your support for 
environmental initiatives, such as better funding for 
conservation. · Email mnaudubon@audubon.org to 
sign up for our electronic newsletter to keep abreast of 
current issues. · Help restore, enhance or protect habi­
tats beneficial to birds in your own backyard. By plant­
ing native vegetation, you can provide badly needed 
food and cover. · Put up a martin house or other bird 
house if appropriate. · Volunteer at a local park, nature 
center, or wildlife refuge. · State and federal wildlife 
agencies have many programs to assist landowners with 
habitat enhancement or restoration projects. · Provide 
financial support to conservation groups and help with 
habitat protection by purchasing an annual duck stamp 
and endangered resources vehicle license. 

For more information on what you can do to help 
birds, visit our web site at http://mn.audubon.org. 

AUDUBON MINNESOTA

2357 VENTURA DRIVE, SUITE 106   SAINT PAUL, MN 55125

PHONE 651-739-9332  FAX 651-731-1330

EMAIL MNAUDUBON@AUDUBON.ORG

WEB SITE HTTP://MN.AUDUBON.ORG
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