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Got Birds?  In your backyard that is.  While I 
enjoy birdwatching and feeding in my yard 
year-round, winter birdwatching connects me 
to my garden and gets me outside.  Feeding 
the birds can be pretty straight forward and 
simple.  Hang a feeder full of black oil 
sunflower seed and a variety of birds will 
show up.  Or you can go wild and set the birds 
a smorgasbord of seeds, peanuts, meal 
worms, fruit and suet in a variety of feeders.  
You can also add elements to your landscape 
making it more bird friendly and a source of 
fresh drinking water is also helpful. 
 
If you know what birds are already visiting 
your yard, you can tailor your bird feeding 
regime to their needs.  Not all birds will land 
on and eat from a feeder.  Some birds, such 
as mourning doves and juncos, prefer to feed 
at ground level.  If you feed seed on the 
ground, only put out what the birds will eat in 
a day so you don’t attract unwanted pests. 
 
Hopper feeders can be big or small.  These are basically platform feeders which have walls and a roof 
forming a “hopper” that helps protect the seed from inclement weather.  If you are trying to discourage 
larger birds, such as starlings, you may want to use a smaller feeder. 
 
Tube feeders are hollow cylinders that have multiple perches and feeding ports.  They come in a variety of 
sizes.  Look for ones that are easy to fill.  To discourage larger birds, look for feeders with short perches.  
Take note of the feeding port size too.  Most can accommodate sunflower or seed mixes.  If you want to 
offer small seed, such as nyjer seed, look for those with the small holes.  A tight top helps to keep seed dry.  
Tube feeders tend to be hard to clean out if the seed gets wet. 
 
During the winter months birds need high calorie and high fat foods to survive the cold, which makes black 
oil sunflower seed a great choice for filling your feeders.  It has a high fat and protein content, plus the thin 
shell makes it easily accessible for most birds.  Black oil sunflower seed fits most bird feeders.  Other high 
calorie foods are suet and peanuts. 
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White proso millet is a small, round grain commonly found in seed mixes.  Many of the smaller, ground 
foraging birds prefer millet.  Don’t confuse it with milo, which is a reddish-colored, round grain.  Milo is 
often a large part of cheaper seed mixes.  It often goes uneaten as many eastern birds do not like it.  
Cracked corn is also frequently used in seed mixes.  Unfortunately, it is a favorite of starlings, cowbirds and 
house sparrows. 
 
If you aren’t sure what type of food to put out for the birds in your yard, the Cornell Lab of Ornithology has 
a great website that covers birds commonly found at feeders in the Northeast.  There is a picture of the 
bird along with the food it prefers and the feeders it will use.  You can find it at 
feederwatch.org/learn/common-feeder-birds/. 
 
Don’t forget about shelter.  If you have evergreen trees and shrubs on your property the birds can take 
advantage of them to hide from predators or to roost in at night.  You can also provide roosting boxes for 
the birds.  Roosting boxes are different from nesting boxes as they are designed to help keep birds warm 
at night.  They have fewer ventilation holes and the entrance hole is near the bottom of the box.  They 
should have multiple perches staggered at varying levels inside the box.  The inside walls may have 
hardware cloth attached or be roughened so that woodpeckers can easily cling to the walls.  Look for 
roosting boxes with a hinged top so it can be easily cleaned.  To help keep predators out use a metal baffle 
under the box when you install it. 
 
While you are watching your yard birds, get your binoculars ready for the 23rd Great Backyard Bird Count 
(GBBC) which will take place February 14 to 17.  Count the birds in your backyard or anywhere you see 
them.  Check out local parks, ponds, school yards, parking lots, or even along the road.  Record all of the 
birds you can identify.  The GBBC provides an important snapshot of where the birds are in February.  It 
also contributes to our understanding of how birds are affected by a changing climate.  According to the 
GBBC site, last year bird watchers from over 100 countries submitted more than 210,000 bird checklists 
reporting 6,850 species - more than half the known bird species in the world. 
 
You don’t have to be an expert to participate.  All you have to do is count the birds you see for at least 15 
minutes on one or more days of the count.  Enter your checklist tallies at gbbc.birdcount.org.  GBBC uses 
eBird as the online platform to collect all of the bird observations.  You can use eBird to document your 
bird sightings year-round.  This information is vital to scientists who study changes in the numbers and 
distribution of birds.  It can also be used by conservation leaders who can use the reports to help create 
plans to preserve bird species that are declining.  In a study published last fall in the journal Science, 
scientists revealed that since 1970 there has been a decline of more than one in four birds in the United 
States and Canada.  That comes to 3 billion birds gone!  Counting birds for science is one thing you can do 
to help protect this vital natural resource. 
 
The Great Backyard Bird Count is a joint project of the Cornell Lab of Ornithology and the National 
Audubon Society with partner Birds Canada and is made possible in part by founding sponsor Wild Birds 
Unlimited. 
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