
 

Should you feed wild birds in winter?
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A first-year Penn State College of Information Sciences and Technology
doctoral student spent four months observing birds in an effort to learn what it
would mean to design technologies from a more-than-human perspective. Her
autoethnographic study contributes to addressing the challenging research
problem of how to operationalize posthuman concepts into practice for human-
computer interaction. House finchnigel. Credit: Wikimedia Commons

Nothing brightens a yard like a flock of twittering birds, and nothing
draws them like a free meal—but it's an open question whether bird
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feeders are good for them or not, says a University of Alberta expert.

"There are tradeoffs to feeding wild birds that people have to recognize,"
said Erin Bayne, a professor in the Faculty of Science.

On one hand, providing food during extreme weather—like Canada's
long, cold winters—does help birds survive, by fuelling their energy
needs.

On the other hand, feeding could unwittingly pose mortal danger to them
in a few ways.

Hanging feeders in the wrong spots can make birds vulnerable to attacks
by hunting cats—their greatest predator in urban environments. One
Environment Canada study estimated that 200 million birds could be
saved by keeping cats indoors.

Deadly collisions with windows also take a toll. An estimated 957,000
birds die each year in Alberta alone from mistakenly crashing into glass,
according to a 2015 study co-authored by Bayne.

The third factor to consider when feeding birds year-round is climate
change, he suggested.

"With milder winters, we may create a situation where birds no longer
choose to migrate if we feed them."

In Regina, for example, mallard ducks are staying year-round on the
lakes where people are feeding them.

"We are fundamentally changing the biology of that creature. Are we
playing with the system by providing the food? It's debatable as to
whether that's a good thing or a bad thing, since there's not a lot of
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science to back it up at this point," he said.

For people who choose to put up feeders, Bayne advises following these
guidelines.

Place feeders in safe spots

Either place feeders seven to 10 metres away from any windows, or do
the opposite and hang the feeder right up against the house at an angled
line of sight, so a bird won't see a natural flight path through the house
and won't pick up enough speed to hurt itself. Placing feeders in the
yard, as opposed to near the house, is the best way to keep birds safe,
Bayne said.

"You can't just randomly put up a feeder and you can't just put it in a
spot that's best for you visually," added Bayne, who suggested learning
more through the Fatal Light Awareness Program and All About Birds.

It's popular to hang feeders by a window for good viewing, but if birds
can see through a house from front to back, they mistake it for a natural
pathway to fly through, sometimes resulting in collisions with the
window.

Keep cats indoors

"When feeding wild birds, people have to be responsible about
controlling their cats," Bayne said.

Nature Canada offers several ideas on how to do that, including keeping
them indoors or using safe outdoor options. Place feeders outside of
pouncing distance from bushes or other places cats can hide.
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http://catsandbirds.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2015/12/Safe-Outdoor-Options.pdf


 

Pick the right feeder

Use species-specific feeders to help eliminate food pilfering by squirrels
and other rodents.

"There are many designs that are optimal for the species of bird you like
the most," said Bayne.

Choices include platform, hopper and tube feeders, according to the
Canadian Wildlife Federation.

Keep feeders clean

"By landing on a feeder, an infected bird can drop saliva that can spread
infection, or food can get mouldy and mildewed," Bayne said.

Empty feeders monthly, discard any damp seed and wash them with hot
water and a brush, then allow them to dry completely before refilling
them. Keep feeders clean and dry to avoid food spoilage.

  More information: Anna M. Calvert et al. A Synthesis of Human-
related Avian Mortality in Canada, Avian Conservation and Ecology
(2013). DOI: 10.5751/ACE-00581-080211
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