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RESTORING SAGEBRUSH ECOSYSTEMS: MANAGEMENT, PARTNERSHIPS, 

AND COLLABORATION 

 

Across the western US, the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) manages about 45% of the 
sagebrush ecosystem, home of the distinctive Greater 
Sage-Grouse (GRSG). Sage-Grouse are known for their 
visually extravagant and characteristic sounding 
mating dances and rely on varying communities within 
sagebrush ecosystems to meet their seasonal habitat 
requirements. The BLM works hand in hand with 
multiple state agencies and other partners to conserve 
sage-grouse habitat areas while also supporting local 
communities, seeking to maintain strong social-
ecological systems   

Montana has about 1/5 of the known GRSG 
population and around 1000 known leks. However, 
64% of GRSG habitat is in private lands, and only 
about 20% is managed by the BLM, making 
partnerships and collaborations critical as GRSG 
conservation occurs across a patchwork of ownerships making an “all hands, all lands” critical to meeting objectives. 

David Wood has been the Conservation Biologist and Sage-Grouse Program Lead for Montana Dakotas BLM since 
2022. Prior to this position he has 16 years of professional experience working in landscape ecology, natural resource 
management, and sagebrush systems for the BLM and USGS. He has a Bachelor of Science and 
a Master of Science from the University of Arizona in Fish and Wildlife Management and a PhD 
in Ecology and Environmental Sciences from Montana State University.  

Join us on Monday, March 18th, for the YVAS Program when David will talk about his work in 
sagebrush ecosystems, including BLM’s management approach, the multi-entity collaborations 
it takes to apply conservation at scale, and the restoration techniques the BLM applies. He will 
cover where and why the BLM preserves the most critical GRSG habitat and the collaborations 
with the State of Montana, other federal agencies, private landowners, and non-profit 
organizations. In addition, he will focus on the restoration projects and efforts utilized in these 
landscapes to improve sagebrush ecosystems to benefit GRSG and the hundreds of other 
species that live in these communities.  

Join us on Monday, March 18th for the YVAS Program held at the Mayflower Church on the corner of Poly and Rehberg 

Lane. A social with coffee and cookies begins at 6:30 PM; the program begins at 7:00 PM. YVAS programs are free and open 

to the public. They are held on the 3rd Monday of the month.  

Photo of Montana rangeland study site by David Wood 

David Wood 
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Chirps and Tweets 

 

 

 The annual Osprey Orientation for Osprey nest 
monitors will be held in the Community Room at the 
Billings Public Library on March 23, 2024, from 1 
p.m. to 3 p.m. Please RSVP with Deb at 
debregele@gmail.com. If you are interested in 
becoming a nest monitor, contact Deb for more 
information.  

 The Board of Directors is looking for volunteers to 
make cookies for our upcoming programs. If you 
would like to volunteer, contact Deb at 
debregele@gmail.com or 406-200-7873. 

 

Meet Your YVAS Board of Directors 

Board Member:  Steve McConnell 

 Where are you from and what was/is your profession? 

Pullman, Washington;  

City Forester for Billings 

What bird hooked you into 

birding? 

Wilson’s Warbler 

What is your favorite 

Montana bird species? 

American Redstart 

What is a conservation topic 

that you are excited about right 

now? 

Urban forestry 

What is your favorite/funniest/most interesting piece of 

Wildlife Trivia: 

Birds are dinosaurs. 

What do you like best about YVAS? 

YVAS is active, they do stuff, they make a difference.  
Quality of life in Billings is better because of all that 
YVAS does. 

Where is your favorite place to go birding in Montana? 

Riverfront Park 

 Submitted by Sue Weinreis 

Montana Audubon Center Events 

Please register in advance on the MAC website for all 
activities  mtaudubon.org/center  

Nature Nuts Preschool Program:  Tuesdays  10-11am 

Nature exploration comes naturally, especially for kids! 
Children ages 1 to 4 (and an accompanying adult) join 
our teacher naturalists for guided outdoor play and 
learning about nature in Billings and beyond. 
Suggested donation $5/child or free for MAC members 
Advance registration is required.  
 
Morning Bird Stroll: Saturday, March 9th, 2024  
Enjoy a morning stroll by the river and learn a few birds 
along the way. Great for beginning birders!  On this 
monthly birding adventure, we will cover some birding 
basics, learn some bird calls/songs for ID by ear, and 
work on our description skills to visually ID the species 
that we see.  Come with your gear or borrow some from 
us; we have binoculars and guidebooks available to 
check out.  Rain, snow, or shine, we'll be out there 
birding.  We hope to see you there! Suggested donation 
$10/adults, $5/students, or free for members. 
 

Emily Chilcoat, Center Director  
(406) 294-5099 (Office)   
Montana Audubon Center 
7026 South Billings Blvd. 
Billings, MT 59101 

http://mtaudubon.org/center
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Getting Schooled by a White Goose 

On Feb 4th the Avian Rangers welcomed its newest member as Cathy Breeding joined the adventure. Our destination 
was Blue Water Fish Hatchery outside of Fromberg. We stopped at 48th St ponds and saw the usual suspects but 
were delighted to find Northern Pintails and 6 Green-winged Teal. 

On the way to Fromberg we saw several redtailed and rough-legged hawks, and a couple bald eagles. 

Between Edgar and Fromberg we saw a large flock of Canada geese feeding 
in a cornfield, with a lone white goose. This is when the confusion began, and 
common sense flew out the door. The most obvious sign we ignored was this 
goose was half the size of the Canada geese and had a small bill. Our mind 
went to its grin patch on its bill, and we thought well, it’s got to be a snow 
goose, right? So, we clicked Snow Goose on the ebird list and went on our 
way. 

The drive from Fromberg to the Bluewater Fish Hatchery took us through 
beautiful rolling hills that were topped with a fresh dusting of snow. Blue-
water was quiet with only a robin, a kingfisher, a couple Townsend's solitaire 
and a raven as the only birds. 

We ended the day in Bridger where we turned onto a quiet street and were 
greeted by the cacophony and sight of at least 50 or so pinyon jays. These 
handsome Prussian blue corvids were seemingly everywhere. Some were 
bathing in puddles, others were probing the grass for food, others were touching bills in some sort of courtship. All 
the while a variety of clucks, trills, purrs and laughing calls echoed up and down the block. Strangely the pinyon jays 
were joined by a few blue jays. There was a mix of house finches, chickadees, red-breasted nuthatches and a flicker. 
We feasted on this bird bonanza for at least a half hour or more until the birds dispersed. 

A few days later Jeff Marks the Ebird editor emailed the group explaining that the white goose was not a Snow 

Goose; it was a Ross’s Goose. He noted the small bill, overall small size compared to the Canada geese, rounder head 

and smaller grin patch. Where the bill meets the head on the Ross, the line is vertical, whereas the Snow Goose is 

curved. It was a good lesson learned. Thanks to Jeff for his kind tutelage. 

Submitted by the Avian Rangers 

Photo of Canada Geese and white 

mystery goose by Mike Weber 

Photo of Pinyon Jay by Mike Weber 
Photo of Pinyon Jays by Mike Weber 

Photo of Ross’s Goose 

with Canada Geese by 

Mike Weber 
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You Can Count on Robins... 

The ubiquitous thrush Turdus migratorius, aka American Robin, gains status this time of year as a symbol of spring. 
The image of a robin pulling a worm out of a vernal urban lawn is iconic. Robins deserve credit for bringing springtime 
anticipation into many people's lives. But that "first robin of spring" trope?--If you take winter walks along the 
Yellowstone River, or participate in the Christmas Bird Count, or live in a juniper-berry-rich habitat, the sight of flocks 
of robins feasting in the trees is not unusual in any winter month, no matter how cold. 

I was thinking these thoughts about robins and began to wonder what American Robin numbers look like in the 
historical Billings Christmas Bird Counts. The CBC is an annual one-day census of bird populations held in late 

December when YVAS volunteers collect 
bird data from a designated 7 1/2 mile 
radius in the Billings area as part of a 
nationwide effort. (More information on 
the CBC is available at the YVAS website 
and from organizer Jerry Dalton).  One of 
the really cool things about the Christmas 
Bird Count is that FIFTY-ONE YEARS of local 
data are posted on the YVAS website. You 
can find the Historical CBCs by choosing 
Birding on the YVAS website's menu. On a 
cold winter day while waiting for spring 
migrants to show up, just imagine the hours 
of entertainment you can have playing with 
CBC numbers!  

Here are some of my takeaways from the 
1973-2023 Historical Christmas Bird Count 
data. Because this annual one-day snapshot 
of our local winter bird populations can be 
affected by factors including weather and 
volunteers, I was looking for big trends: 

--Robins have been sighted at every CBC. The lowest count was 5 in 1982. The highest was 4,072 in 2010, when robins 
outnumbered all other bird species. Because winter-time robins travel and feed in flocks, often very large flocks, CBC 
numbers can jump up and down from year to year. 

--Robins often out-number other species we consider as common winter residents. On December 16th, 2023, the 
Christmas Bird Count of 1,025 robins outnumbered Common Goldeneyes (765), Rock Pigeons (518), Cedar Waxwings 
(356), and Black-billed Magpies (266) among others. 

--In the first ten years of the posted CBCs (1973-1982) the average number of robin sightings was 141.7.  Average 
numbers climbed each decade. In the most recent ten years (2014-2023), the average was 881.2! 

--Compare this increase in robin numbers to two other species that adapt to human presence relatively well... 

From 1973-1982, the Black-capped Chickadee count averaged 153. Their average count in 2014-2023 increased to 
217.  Black-billed Magpies averaged 135 in 1973-1982 and 190 from 2014-2023. 

The increase in winter-time robins as measured by the CBC is striking. The American Robin is described at All About 
Birds as a "resident or short-distance migrant." Our winter robin population could include both year-round residents 
and migrants in unknown proportions. In either case, they show up if there is sufficient food, which in winter consists 
mostly of fruit. 

The winter robin population increase correlates with an alarming increase in Common Buckthorn (Rhamnus  

Photo: American Robin feeding on buckthorn berries, Riverfront Park, 
12/14/23 by Ginny Waples 
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You can Count on Robins… (Continued) 

cathartica) along Montana's rivers and streams. An invasive European plant, originally introduced as a hedge 
planting, buckthorn spreads with the aid of berry-eating birds, such as robins and waxwings.  By 2016, the problem of 
ecosystem damage in Montana caused by buckthorn invasion was drawing attention. In 2017, it was added to the 
Montana noxious weed list. By 2019, the Billings Parks Department was attempting to battle buckthorn in parks along 
the river. Current local efforts involve volunteers as well as Parks personnel. Bonfires from piles of cut buckthorn 
have become a winter recreation. Now, on a walk in the local riparian woods, one might see brass cartridges on the 
trunks of buckthorn trees. These "bullets" are filled with a granular herbicide, a new strategy in the ongoing battle 
that provides a more targeted approach than spraying.  

Musing on the correlation between the American Robin's increasing CBC numbers and the growing buckthorn 
problem leads to another mystery: Cedar Waxwings are also buckthorn-berry-eaters (and buckthorn-spreading 
suspects). Yet, unlike robins, Cedar Waxwing numbers from the CBC have shown little change from decade to decade, 
averaging 102 from 1973-1982 and 111.3 from 2014-2023.  

What to conclude from these pre-spring contemplations? Perhaps that there is still a lot to learn about one of the 
more seemingly mundane of our local bird species. 

For more information about the American Robin in winter: 

"Ask Kenn: Are American Robins Really a Sign of Spring?"  

https://www.audubon.org/news/ask-kenn-are-american-robins-really-sign-spring 

For more information about the problem of Common Buckthorn in Montana: 

"Buckthorn Invasive Shrub Unnoticed in Montana for Years"  

https://www.ypradio.org/environment-science/2020-02-28/buckthorn-invasive-shrub-unnoticed-in-montana
-for-years 

Research on which bird species eat and spread buckthorn: 

“Birds That Eat Nonnative Buckthorn Fruit in Eastern North America” by Julie Craves https://bioone.org/
journals/natural-areas-journal/volume-35/issue-2/043.035.0208/Birds-that-Eat-Nonnative-Buckthorn-Fruit-
Rhamnus-cathartica-and-Frangula/10.3375/043.035.0208.short 

Does buckthorn cause diarrhea in birds? An argument that it does not: 

“Myth-busting: Birds, Buckthorn, and Diarrhea” by Julie Craves  

 http://net-results.blogspot.com/2011/11/myth-busting-birds-buckthorn-and.html 

Submitted by Ginny Waples 

2024 Montana Audubon Citizen Science Projects 

Montana Audubon is recruiting volunteers to help with four different surveys 
this year, including a new project surveying for Screech-owls. 

2024 Montana Audubon Citizen Science Projects:  

• Western and Eastern Screech-owl surveys | March - April 

• Long-billed Curlew surveys | April – May 

• Climate Watch surveys | May 15-June 15 

• Chimney Swift surveys | June - July 

Screech-owl survey training is on Feb. 27, 6:30 pm via Zoom. Curlew training is 
scheduled for March 26, 6:30 pm, via Zoom. To sign up, or for more 
information about any of the projects, email Gwynne at 
gwynne@mtaudubon.org. 

Learn more about each of these projects on our Citizen Science website: 

http://www.montanabirdsurveys.com/  Submitted by Lauren Smith, Montana Audubon 

https://www.audubon.org/news/ask-kenn-are-american-robins-really-sign-spring
https://www.ypradio.org/environment-science/2020-02-28/buckthorn-invasive-shrub-unnoticed-in-montana-for-years
https://www.ypradio.org/environment-science/2020-02-28/buckthorn-invasive-shrub-unnoticed-in-montana-for-years
https://bioone.org/journals/natural-areas-journal/volume-35/issue-2/043.035.0208/Birds-that-Eat-Nonnative-Buckthorn-Fruit-Rhamnus-cathartica-and-Frangula/10.3375/043.035.0208.short
https://bioone.org/journals/natural-areas-journal/volume-35/issue-2/043.035.0208/Birds-that-Eat-Nonnative-Buckthorn-Fruit-Rhamnus-cathartica-and-Frangula/10.3375/043.035.0208.short
https://bioone.org/journals/natural-areas-journal/volume-35/issue-2/043.035.0208/Birds-that-Eat-Nonnative-Buckthorn-Fruit-Rhamnus-cathartica-and-Frangula/10.3375/043.035.0208.short
http://net-results.blogspot.com/2011/11/myth-busting-birds-buckthorn-and.html
https://www.montanabirdsurveys.com/
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 A NEW DONATION TO YVAS   

A very generous donation of four engraved bird prints 
was made recently to YVAS in memory of John and 
Florence Black by Susan Barton. The beautifully matted 
and framed prints are from the Sesquicentennial 
Collection* of bird engravings by the artist Albert Earl 
Gilbert who has inspected and hand-signed each print. 
They come with certificates of authenticity as well as 
profiles of the artist and engraver. The Board of 
Directors has decided that Audubon members should 
have a chance to bid on these beautiful pictures and to 
that end there will be an ongoing silent auction 
conducted at the  last three programs of this season, 
March, April and May. The four pictures will be shown at 
all the programs with a chance to make your bid each 
time. At the end of the May program the lucky winners 
will be announced. You will not have to be present to 
win and should you be unable to attend a program to 
bid on your chosen picture you can contact any director 
or just a friend to bid for you. Good luck! The pictures 
are really beautiful! 

*Sesquicentennial: The 150th anniversary of the 
publication of Audubon’s “Birds of America from 1827 to 
1838. 

Submitted by Carolyn Jones. Phone snapshots by Deb 
Regele and Carolyn Jones 

Bald Eagle 

Blue Jays 

Cardinals 

Screech Owls 
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YVAS MEETINGS & PUBLIC PROGRAMS 

Next Board of Directors Meeting: March 11, 2024 —The YVAS meeting of the Board of Directors will be held from 4pm to 6pm. 
Board of Directors meetings are held the second Monday of the month. Board meetings are open to all members. 

In-Person Program: March 18, 2024. Programs will be held on the third Monday of the month at the Mayflower Church on the 
corner of Rehberg Lane and Poly Drive in Billings. Doors open at 6:30 for coffee and cookies; the program begins at 7:00 pm.  

 

  
Board of Directors 

President: Open – Contact any Board Member 
Vice President: Vacant 
Secretary: Sue Weinreis 406-855-4181 

granpeak47@gmail.com 

Treasurer: Pam Pipal 406-245-4517 ppipal@charter.net 
  
Board Members 

Carolyn Jones 406-670-4449 carolyn684@gmail.com 
Rebecca Mathias (419) 618-3537  
               rebecca.a.mathias@gmail.com  
Steve McConnell 509-868-8277 mcconnells@billingsmt.gov 
Kristin Neva 406-672-8912 ksneva@gmail.com 
Deb Regele 406-200-7873 debregele@gmail.com 
Bruce Waage 406-698-3126 bruce.waage@outlook.com 
  
Committees and Assignments 

Christmas Bird Count: Jerry Dalton 406-656-3656 
 jerrydalton96@gmail.com 
Facebook: Ginny Waples 406-850-1056  
 waplesv@gmail.com 
Field Trip Chair: Carolyn Jones 406-670-4449 
 carolyn684@gmail.com 
Flyer Editor: Kristin Neva 406-672-8912 
 yvasflyer@gmail.com 
  

  
(Committees, continued) 

Injured Raptors: Montana Raptor Conservation 
 Center 406-585-1211 
Injured Waterfowl: WJH Bird Resources 406-652-
 7175 wjhbird@yahoo.com 
Membership Data: Deb Regele 406-200-7873 
 debregele@gmail.com 
Mt Bluebird Habitat Project: Carolyn Jones 406-670-4449 
 carolyn684@gmail.com 
 Sue Weinreis 406-855-4181 
 granpeak47@gmail.com 
Osprey Nest Monitor Coord: Deb Regele 406-200-7873 
 debregele@gmail.com 
Osprey Research Coord: Marco Restani 460-425-2608 
 restani@stcloudstate.edu 

Program Committee: YVAS Board of Directors 

Publicity: YVAS Board of Directors 
Recycling (aluminum): Larry Handsaker 406-855-
 9832 or 918 Ave C, Billings 
Recycling (baling twine): Deb Regele 406-200-7873 
 debregele@gmail.com 
 
Website: Deb Regele 406-200-7873 
 debregele@gmail.com 



 

*** Membership Updates *** 

In an effort to keep our members advised of their membership status, names of those within the 
renewal period will be printed at the back of each Flyer. A renewal reminder is also sent by email or 
USPS. YVAS now has a 60-day grace period for renewals.  

Your memberships help to provide for speakers at YVAS monthly meetings, the YVAS newsletter the 
Flyer, bird studies and conservation efforts. YVAS is affiliated with the National Audubon Society. We do 
not share your membership information including your address, phone or email address with any other 
organization.  

Memberships up for renewal at the end of March are Becky & Gregory Gill, Lois Gorseth, 
Claudia Janecek, and Robert Mackin. 

Membership renewals within the ‘60-day Grace Period’ are Barbara Garrett (February), 
Sarah Stockburger (February), Kraig Greenfield (January), Karen Heil (January), Lisa 
Ranallo (January), and Kari Longshore (January).  

If you have any questions regarding your membership, please contact the Membership Administrator 
(Deb) at YVAS.membership.data@gmail.com or 406-200-7873. 


