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Many of our most common and treasured birds are experiencing precipitous population declines. Analyzing forty 

years of bird population data collected by citizen scientists for Audubon's Christmas Bird Count, combined with 

Breeding Bird Survey data from the U.S. Geological Survey, Audubon has identified our nation’s most vulnerable 

common birds. Illinois is the home of our nation’s two fastest declining groups of birds – grassland and shrubland 

birds – as well as others. Below is a sample of birds suffering serious population declines here. They showcase the 

need for vigilance in protecting local habitats and the health of our environment. Working together, we can make a 

difference. Visit http://stateofthebirds.audubon.org/CBID for the national findings, and www.habitatproject.org to 

learn how you can help. 
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BOBOLINK (Dolichonyx oryzivorus)
Thoreau called this bird a “flashing, tinkling meteor.” Its exuberant song once filled our 
prairies and hayfields. Now, due to early season mowing or invading brush, this flamboyant 

grassland species is reduced to 3% of its former abundance.

EASTERN MEADOWLARK   (Sturnella magna)
The beautiful songster of farms and fields is threatened by development as well as 
degradation of habitat. Smart growth strategies should encourage the retention and 
stewardship of open land.  Restored tracts also save prairie plants and animals, from orchids 
and mushrooms to butterflies and turtles

RED-HEADED WOODPECKER (Melanerpes erythrocephalus)

Once this was the common woodpecker of the Illinois landscape.  It is the classic bird of 
our open oak woodland and savanna (a grassland habitat with scattered trees, once 

widespread, now almost gone from the state).  Along with habitat loss, competition with 
the introduced starling has contributed to this bird's decline.

FIELD SPARROW (Spizella pusilla)
Typically found in abandoned fields amid scattered shrubs and trees, this sparrow is 
dependent on fire (or occasional mowing) for continued habitat. The transitional shrubland 

habitat it relies on is sometimes overlooked in conservation planning. Certain agriculture 
practices, as well as development are also taking a toll.

SHORT-EARED OWL   (Asio flammeus)
Once abundant, but already rare 40 years ago, this owl now seldom nests here, but still 
winters in our largest grasslands. To avoid predators, it chooses broad expanses of 

grassland; the last site where it nested here was 1100 acres. Grassland complexes totalling 
thousands of acres are critical to the survival of some birds.  
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The Chicago region is home to an active and 
thriving community of bird conservationists and 
citizen scientists.  Audubon-Chicago Region is 
working with local Audubon chapters and 
hundreds of individuals throughout the region to 
monitor bird populations and restore habitat. Our 
large restoration projects are model partnerships 
between public agencies and volunteers that use 
best practices to dramatically increase bird 
numbers in grasslands, woodlands and wetlands.  

We work within Chicago Wilderness to map and 
survey key habitats through our Grassland Blitz and 
Shrubland Blitz.  We also work with forest preserve 
districts to support scientifically sound management 
practices for those birds.

Examples of effective conservation partnerships 
include our work with Com Ed to improve 
shrubland habitat under power lines and our Lights 
Out program to protect birds migrating through the 
Loop. Our Important Bird Areas program identifies 
critical bird habitat in the state, and we then work 
with local groups to promote the conservation of 
these areas.

Illinois, the Prairie State, has lost over 99 percent of 

its original prairie and 90% of its original wetland 

acreage. Habitat losses caused sharp declines in 

many bird populations. Our grasslands and 

shrublands are home to the fastest declining birds 

in the continental United States. Indeed, of the top 

twenty declining birds nationally, twelve nest in 

Illinois native habitats – Eastern Meadowlark, 

Grasshopper Sparrow and Horned Lark in 

grassland; Northern Bobwhite, Loggerhead 

Shrike, Field Sparrow, Lark Sparrow and Whip-

poor-will in woodland, savanna and shrubland; 

and Northern Pintail, Common Tern, American 

Bittern and Little Blue Heron in wetland and 

shore. Our  critical habitats face daunting threats.  

Grassland birds need expansive acreages of 

unbroken grassland – some need 50 acres, others 

8000 or more.  Our grasslands, once kept free of 

woody invasives by fire, now need our help to keep 

them clear. Shrubby fields and savannas– once a 

byproduct of natural disturbance patterns – now 

increasingly need to be planned for and 

maintained.  The enormous twice-yearly migration 

through the state brings still more declining species 

that depend on Illinois habitats.
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Residents of Illinois can keep common birds 

common in a variety of ways. Homeowners can help 

by keeping their cats indoors, modifying windows 

that birds crash into, and maintaining bird-friendly 

yards with layered, diverse landscaping and reduced 

insecticides. 

Individuals can play a critical role in determining 
bird population trends and informing good 
management by volunteering for habitat restoration 
and bird monitoring projects, such as the BCN 
Census and the Christmas Bird Count. 

Public landowners can reduce fragmentation and 
habitat degradation by restoring woodlands and 
grasslands.  Landowners with large fields can delay 
mowing them until after August 1st each year.  
Farmers can enroll acreages in conservation set-
aside programs.


