Birds flying high over the Great Lakes have
a new strategic plan
20 March 2015, by Allison Mills
"Our goal is to work on coordination, to focus on big
picture questions that we have regionally and try to
bring people together," Roth says. "With birds, we
have to think in three dimensions," she adds,
especially since migration remains a mysterious
part of birds' lives. Researchers delve into avian
winter and summer grounds, but it's much harder to
understand their migration paths and habits.
"There's a variety of information we can get from a
bird in the hand, and it's an opportunity to ask
additional questions with people who are already
catching birds," Roth say. The network is building
off existing research projects.
The additional questions are ones she hopes to
develop through the network and could include
Researcher Amber Roth places color bands on a female
looking into airspace heavily used in migration,
golden-winged warbler. Credit: Amber Roth
quantifying the impacts of land use on forest birds
and establishing research protocols. The list is
long, Roth admits, so "we want to key into a few
questions that we want to answer as a region."
The Great Lakes are named for their size. And for
migrating forest birds, navigating their long shores
Once Roth and the network's steering committee
and big, open waters is an annual obstacle course
have a set of questions, the next step will be to
that makes the Iron Man triathlon look easy.
address them through supporting and expanding
research.
Every year, many bird researchers catch warblers,
finches, thrushes and other feathered travelers to
"The other component of the research is
better understand their routes and migration
implementing what is being learned—that's the
patterns. A number of conservation initiatives seek
conservation side of this initiative," Roth says.
to secure land to help species make their trek
Informed conservation, she explains, is the driving
thousands of miles southward. But without a
force of the strategic plan. "You could have great
collective vision, these efforts may not be enough
habitat on a highway median, but is that really
to protect birds in the Great Lakes region.
where you want a bunch of birds to be
concentrated?"
Amber Roth, a research assistant professor in the
School of Forest Resources and Environmental
Identifying important stopover areas for migratory
Science at Michigan Technological University, is
birds is part of the plan; rethinking reclamation is
working on that vision. Along with partners around
another part, which is possible on industrial and
the Great Lakes, Roth oversees the Midwest
lawn scales.
Landbird Migration Monitoring Network and has
helped develop a strategic plan to dovetail
"There are win-win opportunities with recovering
research and conservation.
sites that are degraded," Roth says of the many old
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industrial and commercial sites along Great Lakes
shores. But smaller, backyard restoration is also
important for making better migration corridors and
habitat for birds, and yard habitat can be certified
through the National Wildlife Federation. "Even if
you think, 'Oh, I have hardly any yard,' it's amazing
the difference one little yard can make. This is
something everyone can participate in."
To that end, Roth hopes to extend their
partnerships to tribal agencies, municipalities, 4H
groups, local conservation clubs and other
initiatives at all scales. As an example, on the
Michigan Tech campus, Roth helped students set
up a research project investigating bird-window
collisions.
"Creating 150 conservation projects is beyond my
abilities as coordinator, that's where we need
partners," Roth says. So far the network is working
with 18 partners and hopes to expand over the next
several years.
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