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Frequent Fliers
visit Southeast

Most of the sandhill 
cranes that come 
through Southeast 
Alaska wintered in 
California’s Central 
Valley and Carrizo 
Plain.

From wintering grounds 
where they’ve waited out
the lean and cold months, birds come to 
Alaska each spring in search of high en-
ergy food to get them through the season 
of nesting and rearing young. 

Our still-extensive forests and their 
understory plants produce seeds and 
berries. Insects emerge from winter hid-
ing. Wetlands spawn swarming clouds of 
mosquitoes, gnats, and midges. Young 
fish cluster in shallow water nurseries. 
And cold ocean waters burst with upwell-
ings of nutrients, jump starting a food 
chain that will eventually feed untold 

numbers of seabirds, sea mammals, and 
humans.

By late spring Southeast’s resident 
birds—chickadees, ravens, hairy wood-
peckers,  Vancouver Canada geese, and 
others—are joined by hordes of other 
avian adventurers. 

Some will stay here all summer long. 
Others stop just long enough to rest and 
refuel, then continue to nesting grounds 
farther north.

Where do all the seasonal visitors 
come from? Decades of research are be-
ginning to tell us.

by Bob Armstrong and Marge Hermans
from Southeast Alaska's Natural World
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Neotropical Migrants
Some 86 species, one-fourth of the 

bird species we might see in Southeast, 
are Neotropical migrants; that is, they 
breed in or migrate through Southeast 
Alaska then head for Mexico, Central 
America, or South America to spend the 
winter. A Pacific-slope flycatcher hawking 
insects from a Sitka spruce in June may 
have traveled 3,400 miles since leaving its 
winter home on the west coast of Mexico. 
A six-inch-long barn swallow nesting 
beneath the eaves of your garage may 
have flown 4,800 miles from Panama. 
And a greater yellowlegs plucking small 
fish from a tidal slough in Petersburg may 
have flown more than 9,000 miles from 
Tierra del Fuego at the southern tip of 
South America.

Vireos, most species of warblers, and 
shorebirds such as American golden-plo-
vers also come to Southeast from places 
south of our nation’s southern border.

Nearly all Neotropical migrants eat 
invertebrates. In summer they thrive on 
adult insects, insect larvae, and other 
foods in our forests, meadows, and wet-
lands. During the long daylight hours, 
perhaps with more space and fewer 
predators than in their winter homes, 
they are able to feed and raise young 
more successfully than they could if they 
stayed to the south. 

(Above left) The 
Pacific-slope 
flycatcher  nests 
throughout 
Southeast’s coastal 
rainforest and 
migrates to the 
Neotropics for the 
winter.

(Above right) The 
subspecies of ruby-
crowned kinglet 
that we see in 
Southeast winters 
from southwestern 
British Columbia 
to west central 
California.

(Opposite page) 
Rock sandpipers 
commonly nest in 
Western Alaska, 
but many spend 
the winter in 
Southeast. 

Birds from British Columbia 
and the Lower 48

About a third of the bird species we 
see in Southeast each year have wintered 
in British Columbia and the Lower 48 
states. Most of our trumpeter swans and 
northern pintail ducks migrate only as 
far as farmers’ fields, productive marshes, 
and national wildlife refuges to the south. 
Trumpeter swans forage primarily in the 
fields of southwest British Columbia and 
western Washington. Alaska’s northern 
pintails have strong ties to California, 
where about 85 percent of the pintails 
that breed in Alaska are estimated to 
overwinter. 

Many of our land birds, such as varied 
thrushes and fox sparrows, also need mi-
grate only to British Columbia and along 
the west coast to find sufficient berries 
and seeds to sustain them through the 
winter.

Birds from the North
About 12 percent of the bird species 

we see in Southeast during winter come 
from areas north of our region. They 
migrate to Southeast in fall after nesting 
and spend the winter with us. We have 
seen flocks of more than 500 long-tailed 
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Where the Birds Come From

Some 336 species of birds have been seen in Southeast Alaska. This graph groups 
those species according to where we think most of their members come from.

ducks feeding on tiny crustaceans near 
Douglas Island in midwinter, but come 
spring these birds head north. They 
may nest in Denali National Park or on 
the arctic coast of Alaska. Yellow-billed 
loons, looking like common loons except 
for their large, yellowish, upturned bills, 
are also here in winter, but come spring 
they head north. Some will perhaps nest 
on tundra lakes on the Seward Peninsula.

Rock sandpipers, which spend win-
ters with us, commonly nest in the Aleu-
tian Islands and on islands of the Bering 
Sea.  A few owls that live up north year 
round sometimes visit Southeast in small 
numbers for the winter. For example, 
people in Haines have seen a northern 
hawk owl every winter for the past sev-
eral years; and in winter of 2000 a great 
gray owl thrilled Juneau birders with a 
visit. 
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Oceanics
About six percent of the birds in 

Southeast come from or across the open 
ocean, often from islands and distant 
continents. Short-tailed shearwaters, gull-
sized seabirds with long, slender wings, 
breed in southern Australia. An estimated 
30 million of them migrate to the North 
Pacific in summer to feed. Red-necked 
phalaropes, which you can sometimes 
see spinning on the water to stir up food, 
winter on the open ocean in the South 
Pacific. 

Long-tailed jaegers are agile sea birds 
that catch food in mid-air after they’ve 
chased gulls or terns and forced them to 
disgorge it. They come to Southeast after 
wintering off the coast of South America 
from Ecuador to Chile. 

Parasitic jaegers follow migrating arc-
tic terns to pirate food from them on their 
long journeys, then some of them settle 
down to nest on the Yakutat forelands.

Asiatics
Only about six percent of the birds 

that have been seen in Southeast come 
from Asia, but these are the species that 
serious birdwatchers may find most ex-
citing. 

The occurrence of these “Asiatics” in 
Alaska is facilitated by the state’s close-

ness to Siberia. Though many of these 
species occur regularly in western Alaska, 
most of the ones we see in Southeast are 
vagrants. They have probably come quite 
by accident—perhaps because they were 
lost or blown off course by a storm.

That does not mean they are always 
reluctant to stay. A Steller’s sea-eagle 
maintained residence up the Taku River 
near Juneau for several years, and a 
lesser black-backed gull once took up 
housekeeping in a colony of herring 
and glaucous-winged gulls at the face of 
Mendenhall Glacier.

Whenever Asiatics show up in South-
east, people try to see them, some even 
coming from distant parts of the United 
States and hiring helicopters or float 
planes to arrange a sighting, as in the 
case of the Steller’s sea-eagle. 

Eurasian wigeons are usually seen 
every year in the spring among Ameri-
can wigeons passing through Southeast 
or stopping here to breed. A European 
golden-plover was discovered one winter 
by a birder in Ketchikan. And sharp-tailed 
sandpipers, which closely resemble our 
common migrants, pectoral sandpipers, 
are seen in Southeast Alaska almost every 
year during fall.

(Above left)  Red-
necked phalaropes 
spend the winters 
in the open ocean 
of the South Pacific.

(Above right) 
Bramblings are 
Asiatic birds that 
occasionally 
wander into 
Southeast Alaska.
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Residents
About 53 species, or 16 percent of 

the bird species found in Southeast, live 
here year round. Blue grouse, adult bald 
eagles, American dippers, and other “resi-
dent” birds stay because they can find 
enough to eat throughout the year. 

Blue grouse, which eat insects, buds, 
and flowers most of the year, have special 
bacteria in their gut that help them digest 
spruce needles, one of the few foods 
they can find in the winter. The bald 
eagles you see flapping across winter 
landscapes survive winter by finding fish 
and snatching occasional ducks and gulls. 
American dippers eat primarily aquatic in-
sects, which are abundant in our streams 
all year round. Common ravens seem 
to take advantage of anything edible, 
including winter-killed deer, road-killed 
porcupines, and garbage from dumpsters 
and garbage cans.

Staying in Southeast year-round has 
several advantages. Resident birds face 
none of the perils of long journeys. They 
can begin nesting before migrant birds ar-
rive, often laying a larger number of eggs 
and sometimes having time to raise more 
than one brood per season. But in return 
they must survive the rigors of winter, 
with less food, shorter daylight in which 

(Above left) This 
female blue grouse 
is a good example 
of a bird that stays 
in Southeast Alaska 
year-round.

(Above right) Some 
barn swallows fly 
nearly 5,000 miles 
from the Neotropics 
to nest in Southeast 
Alaska.

to feed, and temperatures that require 
extra energy in order to keep warm.

Worldwide Connections
The fact that 84 percent of the species 

seen here come from elsewhere does say 
something important to those of us liv-
ing in Southeast. It reminds us that what 
happens here depends very much on 
what happens in other parts of the world 
where those birds spend their time. 

It also reminds us we are a crucial 
link in the yearly cycle each of those 
species goes through in order to survive. 
For birds facing the rigors and perils of 
long-distance travel, every part of the 
itinerary—breeding grounds, wintering 
grounds, and stopover points where they 
rest and fuel up are all crucial to their 
survival. As with any chain, the migra-
tion patterns are only as strong as their 
weakest link.
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Wetland 
Stopovers 

in Southeast 
Alaska

Migratory birds cannot 
survive without places to 
stop, rest, and refuel during 
their long journeys. For 
shorebirds these places 
are especially important 
because of the long distances 
that most species fly. The 

Conservation Plan for Alaska Shorebirds lists 
three such places in Southeast Alaska that are 
important for birds needing to rest and refuel 
during their long journeys. These places have 
value for other birds as well. In general what’s 
good for a sandpiper is also good for ducks, 
geese, and even such songbirds as Lapland 
longspurs and horned larks and the migrating 
owls, falcons, and hawks that feed on them. 

· The Stikine River Delta near 
Wrangell is the largest coastal marsh in 
Southeast Alaska. It is an important refueling 
area for sandhill cranes, more than 10,000 
snow geese, and many other waterfowl as 
well as hundreds of thousands of shorebirds. 
Shorebird numbers usually peak around 
the first week in May. Almost 2,000 eagles 
are attracted to the delta’s spring run of 
eulachon—the largest reported springtime 
concentration of bald eagles in North 
America. 

· The Mendenhall Wetlands is the 
premier spot in Juneau for birds and birders. 
A total of 218 different species of birds have 
been seen in this area. That includes 40 species 
of shorebirds and 34 species of waterfowl. 
Shorebird and waterfowl numbers often reach 

into the thousands during the last week 
in April and during May. 

· The Yakutat Forelands hosts 
over 100,000 shorebirds each year during 
migration. The spring bird migration 
begins in April. Thousands of gulls, geese, 
and sea ducks can be observed, as can 
hundreds of swans and sandhill cranes. 
The main wave of bird migrations passes 
through the last week of April and the 
first week of May. The fall bird migration 
begins in September, bringing sandhill 
cranes, Canada geese, snow geese, tundra 
swans, and waterfowl. More than 2,000 
Aleutian terns nest within the forelands 
making this the largest known Aleutian 
tern colony in the world.

One other migratory stopover 
in Southeast Alaska should also be 
mentioned:

· The Dude Creek Critical 
Habitat Area near Gustavus includes 
a large expanse of undisturbed wet 
meadow. Most notably it feeds and 
shelters flocks of sandhill cranes migrating 
to and from their nesting areas around 
the Alaska Peninsula, Bristol Bay, Kenai 
Peninsula, and upper Cook Inlet. These 
birds also stop on the Stikine River Delta 
enroute to their wintering grounds in the 
Central Valley of California. 

(Top photo) 
More than 
10,000 snow 
geese visit the 
Stikine River 
Delta every year.

(Above) This 
male snow 
goose seen on 
the Mendenhall 
Wetlands May 3, 
2002, had been 
banded July 
14, 2001, and 
had hatched in 
summer 2000, 
on Russia’s 
Wrangel Island 
in the Chukchi 
Sea. 
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Some Basic Facts
• Migration is triggered by changing 

length of daylight.

• Birds migrate for food, not 
because of weather.

• Most songbirds migrate at 
night, when the air is more stable and 
temperatures are cool.

• Hawks migrate in the daylight, 
soaring on winds and thermals.

• Shorebirds and waterfowl migrate 
both day and night when the weather is 
favorable.

Mechanisms for Navigation
• visual landmarks (raptors, 

waterfowl)

• the sun or solar compass (hawks, 
swifts, swallows)

• the stars or stellar compass 
(flycatchers, thrushes, warblers)

• the earth’s magnetic fields 
(probably all birds)

• olfactory cues (storm-petrels)

A Gauntlet of Perils
• storms, especially when crossing 

open water

• loss of refueling habitat (over 50 % 
loss of wetlands in the Lower 48)

• loss of wintering habitat (especially 
loss of forests in the Neotropics)

• hitting communication towers, 
especially lighted ones (An estimated  
five million birds are killed in the U.S. 
each year in collisions with towers.)

• hitting windows (One study 
shows that each year more than 100 
million migrating birds die crashing into 
windows.)

• predators (Studies show cats 
alone kill hundreds of millions of 
songbirds every year in the U.S.)

Facts about Migratory Birds

An arctic tern may have traveled more than 9,000 miles from Antarctica to 
nest on the Mendenhall Wetlands in Juneau.


