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Bird Populations Are in Decline —
What Does This Mean for Whatcom County?
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The rufous hummingbird is one of the birds most at risk for a three-degree warming.

The Gentrification of
Hundred Acre Wood

by Ron Kleinknecht

I walk the wooded trails in Hundred Acre
Wood (adjacent to Fairhaven Park) quite
often in all seasons. My son introduced
me to this lovely forest where he and his
middle school pals rode their bicycles with
great abandon. It was their special escape,
in town but out of the purview of adults.

A few years later, as adults, they now
walk their dogs for exercise for both. It is
a lovely wood that contain the elements
of most other wooded areas in the county
— mixed forest, wetlands, large swaths of
native flora, and numerous rustic trails
across varying terrains that provide ex-
ercise opportunities for people and their
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Western Washington Universitys College
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pets. If one comes at slow-use times, you
might even find solitude in the middle
of the city akin to “forest bathing” and
opportunities to absorb the essence of
nature — ravens chattering in the canopy,
owls hooting and the breeze rustling the
leaves and boughs of maple, alder, cedar
and fir trees.

A short walk there enables one to fore-
tell the coming and going of seasons as
our ancestors and the indigenous peoples
have done for eons. Spring is heralded by
the emergence of plants such as skunk
cabbage’s broad green leaves and bright
yellow flower in wet lands and seeps.
Trillium sprouts with its three leaves
and beautiful three-petaled white flow-
ers, nestled alongside nettles awaiting a
bare leg or hand to sting. Then, there are
sword ferns virtually covering the land-
scape with their fiddleheads popping up
in the center of the flagging fronds from
last year.

Continued on page 12
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by Ella Gage

Birds are an indicator species. Their
population health is denotative of the
health and trajectory of our ecosystem as a
whole. The groundbreaking 2019 Science
magazine report “Decline of the North
American Avifauna” was derived from half
a century of census monitoring. It yielded
an eye-opening statistic: North America
has nearly three billion fewer birds than
it did in the 1970s, and 303 of the 529
monitored species are declining — a trend
that has continued into 2024 (1).

Birds are highly sensitive to changes
in habitat, pollution, and the warm-
ing global temperature. Their stagger-
ing decline of nearly one-third of their
population since 1970 speaks directly to
the instability of ecological health — a
global threat from which even our local
climate haven is not free.. Nearly every
bird species in Washington state is in
decline. Not just the endangered species,
but the common ones as well. Whatcom
County has a dazzling diversity of avian
species — robins, herons, bald eagles,
harlequin ducks, murrelets — which we
regard as beautiful fixtures of our natural
landscapes. Their presence is not guaran-
teed against impending threats of habitat
loss and climate change. The sprawling
Puget Sound shoreline and coniferous
forests that define our region are home
to some of the most fragile forest and
coastal-dwelling avian species (2).

Population Volatility
Cornell Lab of Ornithology periodically
publishes a “State of the Birds” report
that identifies subsets of “tipping point
species” that are at risk of losing half of
their populations (or more) over the next
50 years without conservationist inter-
vention (3). This specifically implicates
seabirds — namely murrelets, albatrosses,
petrels, and shearwaters — which reside
in local coastal and pelagic habitats.
Forest birds such as the northern spot-
ted owl, western tanager, and mountain
chickadee are threatened by climate
change-induced ecological changes,
including increased competition, food
availability, migratory patterns, and for-
est health. According to the 2022 “State
of the Birds” report, Western forest birds
have declined by nearly 20 percent since
the 1990s (3). This is largely a result of
historical disturbance patterns — specifi-
cally the disruption of successional stages
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in coniferous forests. Though there are
patches of North Cascades National Park
and Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National For-
est with protected old-growth forests that
have remained largely undisturbed, much
of Whatcom County’s forests have been
logged extensively through the late 19th
and early 20th centuries. Second-growth
forests lack the richness of biodiversity
and ecosystem complexity of pristine
old-growth forests.

Bird populations are disproportionally
affected by climate-related threats affect-
ing Whatcom County and Washington
state’s alpine forests and coastal ecosys-
tems (4). These are the very ecosystems
that define our regional landscape, mak-
ing it the natural paradise it is.

Value of Our Ecoregion
Bellingham and Whatcom County are
part of the Puget Trough ecoregion — a
mecca of biodiversity spanning from the
Cascade foothills to the Pacific. The value
of our region in terms of habitat and ecol-
ogy cannot be emphasized enough. Our
rich landscape (north to south from Brit-
ish Columbia’s Georgia Basin to Oregon’s
Willamette Valley, east to west from the
Cascade Range to the San Juans) offers
an uniquely rich assortment of natural
habitats (5). From alpine forests and river
valleys to the coastal expanse, the estuar-
ies that fuse the three are some of the
most biologically valuable ecosystems in
Washington state. Many migratory birds
depend on estuaries as resting and feeding
grounds during their long journeys, and
countless native birds rely on the health
and prosperity of estuaries as their year-
round home (5).

The shallow intertidal region of the
Puget Sound is essential to the prospering
of bird species, specifically waterfowl and
birds of prey — specifically, “loons, brant,
dunlin, great blue herons, red-breasted
mergansers, buffleheads, mallards, ducks,
grebes and many other migrating aquatic
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