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Long-eared	Owl	roost	By	Kazbek	Chermit	
This	 sleepy	 Long-eared	 Owl	 is	
amusing	 the	 way	 it	 conveniently	
resembles	 a	 broken	 limb.	 	 	 If	
disturbed	 by	 your	 presence	 it	
might	 assume	 another	 posture,	
one	 to	 make	 itself	 narrower.	 	 By	
contracting	its	body,	straightening	
and	elongating	itself	the	owl	says,	
‘I’m	 just	 part	 of	 the	 tree.’	 	 Come	
dangerously	 close	 and	 suddenly	
you	 might	 be	 looking	 at	 a	 bird	
several	times	its	size.	Know	that	a	
puffed-up,	hunched-backed	owl	 is	
a	 fighter-jet	 with	 radar	 fixed	 at	
your	head.				
	
Though	 several	 urban	 bird	 species	 are	 well-
adapted	 to	 human	 activity,	 birds	 as	 a	 general	
rule	 don’t	 want	 to	 be	 too	 near	 humans,	
particularly	 when	 raising	 young.	 Historically,	
their	 secretiveness	 and	 low	 tolerance	 of	
disturbance	has	been	adaptive,	but	with	human	
expansion	it	has	increasing	disadvantages,	even	
evolutionary	impacts.		
	
The	 obvious	 reason	 is	 that	 many	 species	 are	
either	pushed	out	of	or	cannot	survive	where	we	

live,	work	and	recreate.		Much	less	
obvious	are	the	many	millions	that	
reside	in	or	migrate	through	dense	
population	 centers	 and	 annually	
end	 up	 losing	 their	 lives	 to	 our	
reflective	 buildings,	 anticoagulant	
rodenticides	and	outdoor	cats.	
	
A	 less	 tangible	 but	worrisome	 risk	
to	 birds	 arises	 out	 of	 a	 lack	 of	
exposure	to	or	awareness	of	them.	
This	 means	 that	 their	 mutualism	
with	 trees,	 and	 the	 ecological	
services	 they	 provide,	 are	
commonly	 undervalued	 in	 the	
minds	of	humans.	Economic	values	

of	 their	 services	 are	 difficult	 to	 estimate,	 and	
scientific	 findings	 about	 birds	 don’t	 typically	
make	headline	news.		The	outcome	is	that	birds	
are	readily	thought	of	as	dispensable,	and	their	
services	 increasingly	 considered	 replaceable	 by	
technology.	 Pesticides	 come	 to	 mind	 as	 the	
oldest	 example,	 and	hydroponics	 (a	method	of	
growing	 plants	 indoors	 without	 soil)	 being	 an	
emerging	one.	
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If	 we	 look	 back	 at	 the	 ancient	 evolutionary	
radiation	 of	 trees	 we	 can	 find	 evidence	 that	
starting	 about	 130	 million	 years	 ago	 bird	
evolution	 was	 associated	 with	 them.	 Less	
known,	however,	is	the	fact	that	today	seed		and	
fruit-eating	birds	disperse	over	60,000	
plant	 species,	 and	 their	 biology	
impacts	 the	 evolution	 of	 trees	 and	
plant	 communities	 (Sekercioglu,	
Wenny	 and	 Whelan	 editors,	 2016,	 p	
124)	 Thanks	 to	 differences	 in	 body	
size,	bill-design	and	mobility,	birds	are	
adapted	 to	 consuming	 and	
transporting	seeds	of	various	sizes	and	
over	 varied	 distances.	 By	 removing	
fruit	pulp,	scratching	the	seed	coat	and	
by	 passing	 seeds	 though	 their	 gut,	
birds	 are	 known	 to	 increase	
germination.				
	
Crossbills,	the	Clarke’s	Nutcracker	and	
some	woodpeckers	are	good	examples	
of	 pine	 specialists.	 	 The	 bills	 of	 these	
birds	 have	 evolved	 to	 access	 unripen	
and	wingless	seeds	in	pine	cones.		The	
comparatively	 longer	 bill	 of	 a	
subspecies	 of	 the	 White-headed	
Woodpecker	 (Picodes	 gravirostris)	 is	
likely	adapted	to	the	very	large	Coulter	
Pine	 found	 in	 its	 preferred	 habitat	
(Shunk,	2016.	p.192)	
	
The	nutcracker,	a	member	of	the	corvid	
family,	 (think	 crows	 and	 jays)	 is	 even	 more	
specialized	 by	 having	 strong	 legs	 and	 feet	 for	
gripping	cones	and	branches	while	foraging.		But	
it	also	has	an	extraordinary	spatial	memory	and	
a	sublingual	pouch	that	can	hold	more	than	100	
seeds	 at	 a	 time	 which	 it	 deposits	 for	 later	
consumption	 in	 locations	 as	 far	 away	 as	 a	 few	
meters	 to	 a	 few	 kilometers.	 	 (Similar	 and	
additional	 adaptations	 can	 be	 found	 among	
other	 corvids.)	 	 The	 bird	 is	 the	 only	 known	
disperser	 of	 white	 bark	 seeds,	 and	 since	 the	
white	 bark	 is	 in	 danger	 from	 blister	 rust,	 the	
service	 of	 the	 nutcracker	 is	 more	 critical	 than	
ever.	 	 However,	 the	 nutcracker’s	 caches	 affect	
the	 growth	 form	 and	 population	 structure	 of	

many	 species	 of	 pines	 (Tomback	 and	 Schuster,	
1994	 cited	 in	 Sekercioglu,	Wenny	 and	Whelan	
editors,	2016).		
		
Birds	are	considered	 less	 important	than	 insect	

pollination	but	still	unreplaceable	
in	some	cases.		Tree	pollination	by	
birds	 is	 most	 common	 in	 Africa,	
Asia	 and	 Oceana,	 including	
Australasia,	 though	 most	
pollinated	 plants	 are	 shrubs	 and	
epiphytes.	 Estimates	 range	 from	
920-2,000	bird	pollinating	species	
worldwide,	 with	 most	 occurring	
mainly	 in	 the	 Americas	 and	 the	
Neotropics	 (Whelan	 et	 al.	 2008,		
and	 Pellmyr	 2000	 cited	 in	
Sekercioglue,	Wenny	and	Whelan	
editors,	2016	p	76-78).			
	
Insect	 management	 is	 a	 service	
shared	 by	 many	 types	 of	 wildlife	
but	 it	 is	 considered	 the	 primary	
ecological	 service	 performed	 by	
birds,	 especially	 in	 forests	 and	
agriculture.	 	 Several	 species	 of	
woodpeckers	 are	 associated	 with	
beetle	 infestations	 in	 forest	
systems	 and	 though	 they	 are	
unable	 to	 mitigate	 for	 such	
conditions,	it	 is	possible	that	their	
copious	 consumption	 of	 beetle	
larvae	and	other	forest	pests	helps	

to	reduce	their	numbers	and	prolong	the	life	of	
some	trees.			
	
Swallows	 are	 enormous	 insect	 consumers,	
among	which	is	the	Purple	Martin	which	tops	the	
charts	with	its	heavy	diet	of	beetles,	leafhoppers,	
grasshoppers,	moths	and	wasps,	among	others.	
But	 50%	 of	 all	 birds	 are	 predominantly	
insectivorous	and	75%	eat	insects	at	least	part	of	
the	year	(Capinera,	2010,	p	132)	
	
The	 Purple	 Martin	 relies	 almost	 totally	 on	
manmade	nest	boxes	which	transitions	us	to	the	
topic	 of	 another	 tree-related	 service	 birds	
provide—ecosystem	 engineering.	 For	 example,	
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by	 excavating	 holes	 in	 decayed	 wood,	 the	 21	
species	of	woodpeckers	in	North	America	create	
nesting	and	roosting	sites	that	are	later	used	by	
about	forty	other	cavity-nesting	birds	and	other	
wildlife.	 The	 flying	 Squirrel	 is	 one.	 	 (A	 thinking	
woodpecker	 might	 wonder	 if	 Ex.	 President	
Jimmy	 Carter’s	 Habitat	 for	 Humanity	 was	
inspired	 by	 its	 family.)	 If	 not	 already	 obvious,	
cavity-nesting	 birds	 are	 at	 a	 higher	 risk	 of	
extinction	 because	 their	 nest	 locations	 are	
increasingly	removed.		
	

Trees	are	more	than	scaffolding	for	resting	and	
nesting	birds.	They	are	platforms	for	courtship,	
hunting,	 preening	 and	 territorial	 defense.	 They	
are	Home	Depot	for	nesting	materials.	They	are	
an	 open	 food	 market,	 and	 their	 sap	 a	 soup	
kitchen,	not	merely	for	sapsuckers,	but	for	bees,	
bears	 and	many	 in	 between.	 	 For	 species	 that	
seasonally	 convene,	 they	 are	 a	 convention	
center.		During	inclement	weather,	they	provide	
shelter.	 Evolution	 has	 provided	 feather	
coloration	 to	 protect	 birds	 that	 spend	most	 of	
their	time	in	the	dappled	light	of	trees.	It	further	
allows	 some	birds,	 like	 the	 Long-eared	Owl,	 to	
remain	unseen	by	‘mimicking’	a	tree!	
	
Next	 time	 you	 are	 outdoors	 making	 decisions	
about	trees,	look	and	listen	for	birds.		Enjoy	and	

discover	 more	 about	 their	 relationships	 with	
trees.	 You	will	 better	 be	 able	 to	 consider	 how	
trees,	birds	and	you	are	shaping	evolution.			
	
Gillian	Martin	is	the	co-founder	of	the	Tree	Care	
for	Birds	project	(TreeCareForBirds.com)	and	
Director	of	the	Cavity	Conservation	Initiative	
(cavityconservtion.com)	
	
References:	
Capinera	L.	John	2010.	Insects	and	Wildlife,	
Wiley-Blackwell	
Shunk	A.	Stephen	2016.	Peterson.Reference	
Guide	to	Woodpeckers	of	North	America.	
Houghton	Mifflin	Harcourt	Publishing	Company.	
Sekercioglu	H.	Cagan,	Wenny	G.	Daniel,	Whelan	
J.	Christopher	2016.		Why	Birds	Matter.		The	
University	of	Chicago	Press	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Tree	Swallows	nesting	in	woodpecker	cavity	by	Michael	
Zysman	


