


CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT

TIPS AND TECHNIQUES

“Making your annual CBC experience 

even better”

Arizona Field Ornithologists Workshop





 Know your assigned area – have good maps and 
multiple copies

 Review your assigned area via Google Earth

 Access – obtain needed permission for key areas

 Varied habitats – need to visit them all count day

 Bodies of water and marshes particularly important
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 Determine if any access has changed or if permission is 
needed for certain key areas

 Determine where concentrations of birds are and the 
best area to start or end your day

 Find rare or elusive birds that you can make a special 
effort in relocating count day 

 Count Week Birds:
 Not found count day, but 3 days before or after 

 Important to round out species likely within count circle

 Important if poor weather count day such as high wind or 
rain/snow as even regular species can easily be missed 



 Four or more team members - split them into 
two teams at least for the morning

 Best if each team has at least one scope

 Can cover more key areas during the best 
morning hours

 Plan to meet again for lunch to see what was 
found or missed

 Can always revisit sites if species were missed

 Choose a lunch location with a good elevated 
(if possible), commanding view of a waterway 
or canyon

 Make sure to trade cell phone numbers, 
and/or have two-way radios AND set meeting 
time/place as backup!



 May depend on what was found during scouting

 Cold early mornings - eastern edges of stands of trees 
warm first so often have more bird activity 

 Bodies of water attracts birds throughout the day, so if 
possible visit them several times, particularly early in 
morning and near sunset

 Cattail/bulrush marshes often have huge roosting 
flocks of blackbirds and swallows - be there at dawn to 
count them exiting or within an hour of sunset to count 
them returning

 Swallows are often most active over bodies of water 
within an hour of sunset



 Calling for most owls and rails one to 
two hours before sunrise best

 Smaller Owls 
 Western Screech-Owls – < 5000 ft.

 Whiskered Screech-Owl - > 5000 ft. (SE only)

 N. Pygmy-Owl – call in forests through a.m. 

 Great Horned Owls often call on their 
own within an hour before sunrise

 Sora and Virginia Rail – cattail/bulrush 
stands – may respond throughout day. 
Loud hand clapping may also encourage 
response

Robert Shantz

Jim Burns



 Know where to look 

 Watch for concentrations of 
whitewash and pellets 
 Under bridges & in structures 

 Dense isolated trees or stands 
(mesquite thickets, athal
tamarisk)

 Large mistletoe clumps

 Hanging broken limbs with 
dense dry leaf clumps

All photos: Robert Shantz



 “Count Circle” - $2.99

 (available for iPhone, 
iPad, iPod Touch, and 
Android)

 View any official CBC circle 
boundary (in street view or 
satellite view)

 Show your current location

 Reset CBC circle center if 
app’s database is in error

Images: Stevens Creek Software



 “BirdLog” - $9.99

 (available for all Apple 
iOS and Android)

 Keep track of species and 
number of individuals

 # observers, distance, time

 Section for additional notes

 Add individuals to tally 
simply by tapping screen

 Primary reason for app: 
one-touch checklist 
submission to eBird

Images: www.birdseyebirding.com



Field guides/vocalizations:

 Sibley eGuide to Birds ($19.99 – 4.5 rating)

 iBird Pro ($9.99 – 4.4 rating)

 Audubon Birds (Free – 3.5 rating)

Websites (free MP3 downloads):

 http://www.azfo.org/SoundLibrary/sounds_intro.html

 www.xeno-canto.org

Having birds songs and calls on your phone or MP3 player is 
very handy in the field!



 Fallow fields, alfalfa, and Bermuda grass

 The taller, weedier fields edges or  
irrigation run-off drains often harbor 
higher concentrations of sparrows and 
goldfinches

 Savannah Sparrows particularly like 
green alfalfa fields. Walk along the edge 
of the field and pish loudly to see how 
many pop up as you go along. 

 Flooded/irrigated fields - visit them 
often throughout the day. Herons, egrets, 
ibis, shorebirds, waterfowl, blackbirds 
and even raptors will come in at varying 
times of day



 Try to find mixed, foraging flocks of passerines…rare, 
lingering species can often be found among them

 Particularly listen for titmice or chickadees, as they are 
often the flock leaders

 Key areas are those with lots of cover, multi-structured, 
native vegetation and near some source of water, even a 
small spring or irrigation run-off

 Even a stringer of young cottonwood or willow in 
among extensive stands of exotic tamarisk often harbor 
rare gems among the more common Orange-crowned 
and Yellow-rumped Warblers



 Frequent Leaders
 Bridled and/or 

Juniper Titmice

 Mountain Chickadee

 Regular Followers
 Warblers

 Nuthatches

 Brown Creeper

 Vireos

 Kinglets

 Flycatchers

All photos: Robert Shantz



 Make varied sounds like 
fussing or agitated birds

 Stand near tree or shrub

 Stand still with little body 
movement when pishing

 Pishing, plus jointly owl call 
whistling or play recording

If you are not doing this, you are 
missing lots of birds – both 
species and numbers!

 This activity will often pull in 
birds you had no idea were 
even out there

 Pish at edge of promising, 
dense habitat even when no 
birds are heard or seen







Count by tens for this flock as there are too many birds to count 
individually as they pass by. The technique for doing this is to count the 
first ten birds in the flock, get a sense for what proportion of the flock they 
take up, and then extrapolate by tens through the rest of the flock. We get 
roughly 140 birds when extrapolating by tens for this flock. The actual 
count of birds in this image is 118, again, not perfect, but close enough to 
be within the acceptable limits of error. (from eBird)



One important thing to keep in mind is that you are looking at 
birds in two dimensions here, both in width and depth. As the birds 
are farther away, their depth increases as does their width, so it’s 
important to adjust your estimates accordingly. With a straight 
extrapolation we’d estimate 150 gulls in this flock, but in reality 
there are 206 birds. Here’s how it breaks down. (from eBird)



Do a rough scan of a mixed species flock through 
binoculars, and determining what proportion of each 
species is present in relation to the whole. Begin with the 
most numerous species in the flock, as it is easier to fill in 
the remaining proportions with the less numerous species.

EXAMPLE: You estimate a flock of 5,000 blackbirds with 50% 
Red-winged, 20% Brown-headed Cowbird, 20% Brewer’s and 
10% Yellow-headed. Then your flock breakdown would be 500 
Yellow-headed, 1,000 Brewer’s, 1,000 Brown-headed and 2,500 
Red-winged.



 Don’t assume all birds 
in a flock are the same

 Sort through White-
crowned Sparrows for 
similar rarer species 
(i.e. White-throated, 
Golden-crowned)

 Shorebirds flock 
together – study them

 Watch for rarer 
warblers among more 
common warbler 
species All photos: Robert Shantz



Pink-sided vs. Oregon 

Gray-headed vs. Red-backed 

White-winged
Take Pictures!!!
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http://ibc.lynxeds.com/files/pictures/warbler_yellow-rumped-1008.jpg
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 Take every opportunity 
to scan open areas with 
binoculars and scopes 
for distant birds

 This includes 
agricultural lands, 
grasslands, wetlands 
and open sky

 How many times have you looked at a soaring raptor only 
to see additional flying birds such as other raptors, 
ravens, or swifts?



 Each team should have at least one person with a camera 
to help document rarer or harder to id species that may 
be discovered

 You just never know what you may discover and a 
diagnostic photo goes a long way in having a rare or 
difficult to ID bird included in the final tally of the count

 Goal is a diagnostic photo, not a professional photo! 


