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Tree Care to Protect Birds and Other Wildlife
And to Enhance Habitat
T
By Gillian Martin and Anne Fege, Ph.D

wo million rural acres a
year are lost to urbanization, making quality tree care
and our urban forests more vital
than ever. Tree care can either
reduce or enhance birds and
other wildlife. Knowledge of
breeding, nesting and foraging
habits of wildlife doesn't just
empower tree care providers
to positively impact habitat; it
delivers other dividends. It enables work to proceed in some
locations during the breeding
season without risk of violating
federal, state and local wildlife
regulations. Less harm is done
to nesting birds, thereby building better relations with conservation groups.

Core leaders for the project represent West Coast Arborists, Cavity Conservation Initiative, Hortscience, California Edison, Davey
Resource Group, Sea and Sage
Audubon, Wetlands Wildlife Care
Center and the Urban Forest Council. The three-year project (now in
its second year) is constructing a
framework of guidelines, a set of
customizable “tools” for tree care
workers, and educational materials
for their clients to assist in meeting
these goals. Regular teleconferences and workshops in Orange
County gather stake holders from
various parts of the state.

Drafts of the BMPs have been made
available on the project’s website
and via email for public review. Input from the tree care industry has
been highly influential, and will continue to shape the project’s
products. Here is a preview of the core contents of the BMPs.

Woodpecker at nest entrance
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A tree care worker’s knowledge
can translate into protecting and enhancing habitat, but it
also enables the arborist to offer clients the added service
of good environmental stewardship. Wildlife provide uncountable ecological services which directly and indirectly
benefit humans. Public support of this is growing. Greater
awareness offers new opportunities to the industry and
those that hire them.
A New Partnership to Assist Tree Care Workers
Since mid-2015, with funds from CALFIRE, the Britton
Fund, and other organizations, about 90 professionals in
California, including arborists, wildlife biologists and wildlife
activist groups have worked together to draft Best Management Practices (BMPs) to provide guidance to the tree care
and landscape industries about how to avoid direct and
indirect harm to wildlife, and how to manage situations in
which work activities potentially conflict with laws.

Understanding Impacts
Customary tree care practices can occasionally have unintended consequences. Pruning may remove potential habitat,
including nest sites, shelter from predators and the elements,
and sources of food. Canopy thinning practices often remove
around 30% of the tree canopy, exposing birds and nests to
elements and predators.
Most tree care workers are unaware that about 85 species of
birds nest in cavities in dead trees, so the removal of dying
and dead trees and limbs for aesthetic or safety concerns
incurs a potential loss of nesting habitat as well as insect
prey and other benefits the tree provides. Similar resources
to wildlife are lost when all downed wood is hauled away.
Continued on Page 6

Protecting Birds and Wildlife
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If thorough cleaning-up of the work site includes all large
logs, the benefits they provide by intercepting litterfall,
anchoring snowpacks, and trapping leaf-litter is also lost.
Though understory clearing may be aesthetically pleasing,
leaf litter and organic matter represent a hidden world to
small species where coverage is found; body temperatures
are regulated, foraging opportunities abound, and decomposers are supplied with resources essential to nutrient-rich
soil. While some species are more tolerant to disturbance
than others, noise associated with equipment and worker
presence can cause early fledging and nest abandonment.
Finally, chemical fertilizers and pesticides can cause health
and fitness problems, and even fatalities, for birds and other
wildlife.
What to Look For and Where to Look
Nests are found in tree branches, palm fronds, shrubs and
vines, woodpiles, dead trees, rotting sections of live trees,
eaves and other building locations, burrows in the ground,
or on the ground (Figure 1). Small mammals can be found
living in nests they’ve created, cavities in trees, holes in the
ground, and scampering on branches and along the ground.
Bats utilize urban trees as temporary, daytime, and sometimes long-term roosts, and find shelter in cavities, loose
bark, and cracks.

Bird Regulations Make Time of Year and Habitat
Quality Important Considerations
The primary laws and regulations protecting birds and
other wildlife are the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA),
Endangered Species Act (ESA), California Fish and Game
Code, and California Environmental Quality Act. They
protect birds mostly during the breeding season, when
most wildlife prepare for and have offspring, and care for
these young until they are independent. While it varies by
region, February 1st to August 31st is typically considered
the breeding season in California. September 1st to January
31st is the non-breeding season.
Different types of landscapes have different habitat values.
Riparian areas (Figure 2) generally have the highest values.
They are areas adjacent to rivers and streams (may or may
not have water) and provide habitat for sensitive riparian
birds and other special status species. High habitat value
areas in urban forests include wildland areas, parks with
mature trees, and neighborhoods with tree-lined streets. Low
habitat value areas may be city centers, neighborhoods with
few trees, sports fields or heavily hardscaped areas (Figure 3).
A Framework for Best Management Practices
Recommendations are expected to recognize three categories (from low-to-high-risk), based on habitat value, and
whether work is scheduled during the breeding season. In all
categories, workers are advised to be prepared with contact
information for a bird biologist, local wildlife rehabilitator,
and/or a wildlife trained arborist. These levels of expertise can
be helpful in emergency situations or those which conflict
with laws. A pre-work site visit is strongly recommended in
Categories 2 and 3 whether or not work is scheduled during
the nesting season. The purpose is to look for active nests,
wildlife carrying food or nesting material, or exhibiting signs
of distress.
In cases where active nests are found, delaying work is recommended to avoid disturbance and putting immature birds at
risk of exposure to the elements and predators. When safety
or other emergency circumstances require work to proceed, a
wildlife biologist should be consulted and key considerations
for working near active nests should include duration of work
to be completed, the tools used (power or hand), the bird
species involved (level of sensitivity to disturbance/special
legal protection), distance of the work to the active nest (a no
activity buffer), the status of the nest (condition and maturity of nestlings), location specifics (e.g. urban vs rural), and
environmental conditions (temperature and wind).

Figure 1: Possible Nest Locations.
Illustrated by Monica Edwards
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Enhancing Wildlife Habitat
Wildlife habitat is enhanced by keeping trees healthy, increasing
the number of urban trees, and increasing vegetation diversity
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hide from predators. Wood piles
also provide some of these benefits.
With greater awareness and training, the commercial arborist has
new and unique opportunities. During pre-work planning, discussions
with clients can include an explanation of applicable bird regulations,
as well as opportunities to increase
the habitat value of their property.
In cases where removal can be
Figure 2: High quality, riparian habitat.
Figure 3. Low quality habitat
reduced, cost savings may provide
Illustrated by Brian French
an added incentive. Whatever the
motivations of their clients, tree care workers can become a
in the urban forest. Keeping mature trees is a priority as they
stronger partner in fostering an understanding that a rich,
provide more habitat than small, young trees. For treating pests
and diseases, limit broad spectrum pesticides, as wildlife eat
bio-diverse city and neighborhood improves life for everyone.
insects. Expand the urban forests by planting more trees, and
To see the full BMPs draft, learn more about project particiinvesting in planting and pruning for these young trees.
pants and endorsers, and to view documents in progress go
to www.treecareforbirds.com.
The hundreds of species of wildlife that visit and live in urban
forests have many different habitat requirements, so an ideal
Gillian Martin is the Program Director of the Cavity Conserhealthy urban forest has diverse species, ages, structure and
geographic distribution. Since many species of wildlife rely on
vation Initiative, cavityconservation.com.
dead and dying trees, some branches and snags can be retained
and monitored regularly to reduce safety risks. Increased bush
Anne Fege, Ph.D, is a member of the San Diego Urban Forest
Council.
and small tree layers will provide food and allow wildlife to
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