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Steadily rising temperatures have been 
causing some birds that depend on access to 
food or shelter along their migratory routes to 
begin their migration either too early or too late 
and to alter the amount of time it takes them 
to migrate. Species arriving too early may be 
at higher risk of severe temperature changes, 
whereas species that arrive too late may lose 
prime breeding ground and mates to earlier 
arrivals. In the case of the American Coot, we 
have seen great fluctuation from year to year, 
possibly due to them migrating at different 
times due to temperature variability (Figure 1).

Figure 1:
Population trend of American Coot over the last 39 years. At first 
glance these data are obviously highly variable. However, with 
the SBC data we can start to try and understand what factors are 
associated with these changes.  In the case of coots it is possible 
the spring weather conditions both in Illinois  and farther north 
may conspire to slow the migration of coots in certain years and 
accelerate their migration in others.

Spring Bird Count data allow us 
to see not only population trends, but 
also shifts in species range through 
time. The American White Pelican is a 
good example. While this species has 
historically been affected by pesticide 
use and degradation of habitat, it has 
seen steady population increases within 
the last couple of decades. It has also 
been slowly expanding its migration 
range eastward. Figure 2 shows this 
expansion using SBC data based on 
party-hour effort. 

Table 1: The relative rank of species in terms of abundance 
               (top 20 in 2013) in a given year.

Species	 2013	 2012	 2011	 2010	 2009
Red-winged Blackbird	 1	 1	 1	 1	 1
American Robin	 2	 2	 2	 2	 2
Tree Swallow	 3	 12	 10	 5	 6
European Starling	 4	 3	 4	 3	 4
Common Grackle	 5	 4	 3	 6	 3
Yellow-rumped Warbler	 6	 16	 15	 17	 17
Canada Goose	 7	 5	 5	 7	 5
American Coot	 8	 14	 39	 93	 46
Brown-headed Cowbird	 9	 9	 7	 12	 9
American Goldfinch	 10	 7	 6	 10	 10
House Sparrow	 11	 6	 9	 9	 7
Northern Cardinal	 12	 8	 11	 14	 11
Mourning Dove	 13	 10	 14	 15	 12
Barn Swallow	 14	 11	 12	 4	 8
Ring-billed Gull	 15	 18	 17	 16	 14
Palm Warbler	 16	 34	 22	 21	 29
Blue Jay	 17	 26	 13	 26	 18
Song Sparrow	 18	 22	 24	 29	 20
Chipping Sparrow	 19	 23	 16	 20	 16
American Crow	 20	 29	 19	 23	 27

Figure 2: 
These maps illustrate how American  
White Pelicans have made an impressive  
increase in Illinois, expanding eastward.

Figure 4.  
The number of  
species detected and  
participants (in parentheses) 
in Illinois Counties  
in 2013.  
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One of the more interesting data sets shows how common spe-
cies’ numbers change through time. Though this can be difficult 
to interpret due to differential effort through the years, one 
approach is to simply rank how common a species is in a given 
year and compare that rank to previous years.   
Red-winged Blackbirds  
continue to retain the  
designation of being the  
most common along with  
American Robin, which  
continues to be the second  
most common species  
detected. 
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American Coot numbers likely vary on 
Illinois spring bird counts depending on 
weather conditions. Photo taken at Horicon 
National Wildlife Refuge, Wisconsin, 28 
June 2009 by John Longhenry.

American White Pelicans. Nygren Wetlands, 
Winnebago County. Photo by John Longhenry. 

American White Pelican broke 
the number of county records  
and total numbers during the 
Illinois Statewide Spring Bird 

Count in 2013.

Black Vulture at Michael J. Wolff Wetlands,  Cache 
River State Natural Area, Johnson County.  17 May 
2013. Photo by Karen Lund. Black Vultures were 
detected in a record 16 counties during the Illinois 
Statewide Spring Bird Count in 2013.

Long-eared Owl. Gillson Park, Cook County.  
8 April 2013. Photo by Jim Hully.  

Two Long-eared Owls were found during  
the Illinois Statewide Spring Bird Count in 2013.


