
Seed dispersal: 

Pest management:  

Tree Swallows are 
highly acrobatic 
insect consumers 
that usually forage 
no higher than 40’ 
off the ground. 
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WHY BIRDS MATTER 

The Clark’s Nutcracker (shown here) is a pine 
seed-eating specialist. Can you see its bulging 
seed-storing pouch in its throat? It holds up to 150 
seeds until the bird stashes them (sometimes 
many miles away) for future consumption, or until 
a hidden seed opportunistically becomes a new 
pine tree.

Did you know about fifty percent of birds consume mostly insects and 
nearly seventy-five percent eat insects at least occasionally? Birds are 
among a community of organisms that keep insect populations in 
balance. In doing so they benefit plants and some crops, and maintain 
the health and diversity of life on the planet.

About twenty-five percent of all native seed plants in the world are 
dispersed by birds. Seed dispersal in turn impacts plant communities 
and the wildlife that live in those communities.

Waterbirds also transport seeds. 
They re-colonize existing wetlands 
and help to establish new ones.

Climate change and increasing 
human development over time make 
waterbirds more important than ever 
in colonizing new wetlands because 
land-bound wildlife cannot travel the 
distance birds can.



Carcass & waste disposal:  

Pollination:  
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Vultures are uniquely adapted to dispose of dead animals. 
Thanks to their ability to tear through animal hides they give 
other scavenging birds and wildlife access to the remains. By 
reducing the build up of dead matter, all scavenging wildlife 
improve sanitation and reduce transmission of infectious 
diseases such as rabies and bubonic plague.

Most Ruby-throated Hummingbirds (shown 
here) overwinter in Central America. To get 
there, some risk the arduous non-stop journey 
over water across the Gulf Coast.

Over 1,000 birds worldwide pollinate native plants. Surprisingly, many birds that 
pollinate plants are not designed for hovering like hummingbirds.

Most pollinating species are present in the Americas and Neotropics. About 
twenty species of hummingbirds either live in or migrate to North America.



Nutrient deposits and recycling: 

Ecosystem engineering:  

Lewis’s Woodpecker                                        Lewis Brent 

Brandt’s Cormorant     Jeff Cleveland 

Through their excrement on land and in water, 
birds transport nutrients such as nitrates and 
phosphorous throughout diverse ecosystems. 
These elements are essential to life on earth. 
Human use has greatly diminished world 
phosphorous rock reserves. This makes bird 
transport of guano tremendously important.

In addition to nesting in trees and shrubs, some species such as 
woodpeckers excavate nest sites inside dead wood and succulent 
plants. Others create burrows in river banks and in the ground.

To a great variety of wildlife these birds are good neighbors. Why? 
Because their uniquely “engineered” homes can be inherited as 
nurseries, shelters and hide-outs from predators.



Just being a bird 

 

 

What sets birds apart…..  
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Great Egret  
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from other terrestrial wildlife staggers human imagination. Their sheer number 
(10,600 species), ability to be mobile and change their population numbers by 
tracking resources, are exceptional. But that’s not the whole story. Because of 
their immense diversity and unique adaptations, birds can function in aerial, 
aquatic and terrestrial environments. The uniqueness of birds raises infinite 
scientific questions and emphasizes the importance of learning about their role 
in supporting biodiversity on earth.

Birds have value that cannot be mea-
sured monetarily. They contribute to 
research and are often the first to 
alert us to toxins in the environment. 
Their beauty, song and intriguing 
behavior enhance human pleasure, 
and inspire numerous art forms.

But birds also represent an epic 
spanning about 160 million years 
when archeological findings reveal 
they first evolved from flying dino-
saurs. They are, however, products 
of evolutionary events both prior 
and after that time.

Their mere existence, diversity, 
unique biology and role in 
uncountable complex ecosys-
tems make them worthy of pro-
tection and therefore charge 
humans with the responsibility 
to do so.


