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PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE
Greetings Birders,

It’s the middle of July and just six weeks ago we rolled up our mist nets and stored them away. Now, in a few weeks, we will
pull them out of storage and put them back up. Trails will be mowed in preparation for the fall banding season to begin the
middle of August. A summary report on the spring banding season appears on page 2.

On another subject, I often get asked how I got interested and started at Sand Bluff Bird Observatory.

While I have always been interested in being outdoors, my love of nature really peaked in my early teens. As a freshman in
high school my mother married a gentleman who had two sons. Tom and Jack Oar made a huge impact on my interest in the
natural world and specifically birds.

Tom Oar of “Mountain Man” fame and Jack Oar who has appeared on the show were also falconers. They flew Red-tailed
Hawks and Peregrine Falcons; I would go out with them whenever I could. Jack was instrumental in Peregrine Falcon research
and re-population working through Cornell University.

Jack gave me my first experience in banding when we went to a banding station set up on Fort Sheridan north of Chicago and
banded for a couple of days. Then I went away from it until 1989. I heard about the banding station at Sand Buff and when I took
a Cub Scout Pack up for a visit, I became interested. I was invited to volunteer and became hooked.

As anovice, I needed to be further educated on banding and the intricate details needed to process birds; the mentorship of
Lee Johnson and Richard Hamilton taught me so much more. I have now been active as a volunteer and bander for 36+ years. In
2016, Sand Bluff was issued a Station Permit which I now oversee making sure data gets to the Bird Banding Lab and we have
bands to complete our mission.

This is not a job but a pleasure to be doing what I do. I am willing and eager to learn more and to keep the tradition of
mentoring new volunteers and future banders alive and well at Sand Bluff with the help of other experienced volunteers.

Come out and see us this fall and take in what nature has to offer.

You may get hooked too.
Mike Eickman, SBBO President

Sand Bluff 2026 Scholarship Recipients
Sharon McCoy

Congratulations to Averi Bronnimann, Alex Marshall, and Amelia Vande Voorde, this year’s recipients of the Sand Bluff
Bird Observatory Scholarships through the Community Foundation of Northern Illinois. Averi was awarded the $600 Dave
Seal Volunteers Scholarship. Alex is the recipient of the $600 Lee and Lynda Johnson Founders Scholarship and Amelia
received the $600 Environmental Studies Scholarship.

Averi will be attending Arizona State University to study Sustainable Civil Engineering. Alex will continue his studies in
Marine Biology at the University of New Hampshire. Amelia will be attending the University of Wisconsin at Stevens Point
to study Wildlife Ecology and management.

We are proud to support Averi, Alex and Amelia in their chosen fields to help preserve the environment and we wish them
success in the future.

Part of the mission of Sand Bluff Bird Observatory is to support education. The three scholarships are just one way in
which that mission is supported. Interested in donating to the scholarship fund? Visit https://cfnil.fcsuite.com/erp/donate and
search for Sand Bluff Bird Observatory Inc. Scholarships.




SPRING 2026 BANDING REPORT
Mike Eickman, Station Master
Spring migratory season was good but not what we anticipated. Weather all over the country altered the

migration flights as storms and heavy wind to the south of our area sent many birds to the east on round-about

flights. As a result, we failed to capture many of the warblers and thrushes that we normally catch.

The spring number of new birds captured was 1,610 with an additional 595 re-captures of which 329 returned

from previous years. We did encounter one foreign bird (defined as, banded at another location), a White-throated

Sparrow which was banded fall of 2025 at Hawk Ridge in northern Minnesota.
Now we hope for a good fall migration and a lot of birds. The goal is to set up the nets for the fall migration
season on August 8 at 7:30am, weather permitting; if not, then August 15. Call first if in doubt and come early!

SPRING 2026 STATSTICS

SPECIES COUNT SPECIES COUNT SPECIES COUNT
BLACKBIRD, RED-WINGED 7 OWL, NORTHERN SAW-WHET 0 | |VIREO, YELLOW-THROATED 0
BLUEBIRD, EASTERN 10 PARULA, NORTHERN 0 WARBLER, BAY-BREASTED 0
BUNTING, INDIGO 10 PEEWEE, EASTERN WOOD 3 WARBLER, BLACK AND WHITE 1
CARDINAL, NORTHERN 18 PHOEBE, EASTERN 7 WARBLER, BLACKBURNIAN 0
CATBIRD, GRAY 103 REDSTART, AMERICAN 14 WARBLER, BLACKPOLL 0
CHAT, YELLOW-BREASTED 0 ROBIN, AMERICAN 73 WARBLER, BLACK-THROATED BLUE 0
CHICKADEE, BLACK-CAPPED 4 SANDPIPER, SOLITARY 0 WARBLER, BLACK-THROATED GREEN 1
COWBIRD, BROWN-HEADED 19 SAPSUCKER, YELLOW-BELLIED 7 WARBLER, BLUE-WINGED 3
CREEPER, BROWN 2 SPARROW, AMERICAN TREE 71 WARBLER, CANADA 2
CUCKOO, BLACK-BILLED 0 SPARROW, CHIPPING 2 WARBLER, CAPE MAY 0
CUCKOO, YELLOW-BILLED 1 SPARROW, CLAY-COLORED 1 WARBLER, CHESTNUT-SIDED 1
DOVE, MOURNING 6 SPARROW, FIELD 42 WARBLER, CONNECTICUT 0
FINCH, HOUSE 0 SPARROW, FOX 46 WARBLER, GOLDEN-WINGED 0
FINCH, PURPLE 4 SPARROW, GRASSHOPPER 0 WARBLER, HOODED 0
FLICKER, YELLOW-SHAFTED 5 SPARROW, HENSLOW'S 1 WARBLER, KENTUCKY 0
FLYCATCHER, ACADIAN 0 SPARROW, LARK 1 WARBLER, MAGNOLIA 6
FLYCATCHER, GREAT-CRESTED 7 SPARROW, LINCOLN'S 19 WARBLER, MOURNING 5
FLYCATCHER, LEAST 14 SPARROW, SAVANNAH 1 WARBLER, MYRTLE 5
FLYCATCHER, OLIVE-SIDED 1 SPARROW, SONG 35 WARBLER, NASHVILLE 4
FLYCATCHER, TRAILL'S 29 SPARROW, SWAMP 72 WARBLER, ORANGE-CROWNED 2
FLYCATCHER, YELLOW-BELLIED 5 SPARROW, VESPER 0 WARBLER, PINE 0
GNATCATCHER, BLUE-GRAY 2 SPARROW, EASTERN WHITE-CROWNED 62 WARBLER, PROTHONOTARY 0
GOLDFINCH, AMERICAN 44 SPARROW, WHITE-THROATED 171 WARBLER, TENNESSEE 2
GROSBEAK, BLUE 0 SWALLOW, CLIFF 0 WARBLER, WESTERN PALM 3
GROSBEAK, ROSE-BREASTED 31 SWALLOW, TREE 3 WARBLER, WILSON'S 3
HAWK, COOPER'S 0 TANAGER, SCARLET 0 WARBLER, WORM-EATING 1
HAWK, RED-TAILED 0 TANAGER, SUMMER 0 WARBLER, YELLOW 1
HAWK, SHARP-SHINNED 0 THRASHER, BROWN 20 WATERTHRUSH, NORTHERN 12
JAY, BLUE 11 THRUSH, GRAY-CHEEKED 10 WAXWING, CEDAR 0
JUNCO, OREGON 1 THRUSH, HERMIT 24 WHIP-POOR-WILL, EASTERN 1
JUNCO, SLATE-COLORED 292 THRUSH, SWAINSON'S 20 WOODCOCK, AMERICAN 0
KINGBIRD, EASTERN 4 THRUSH, WOOD 6 WOODPECKER, DOWNY 7
KINGLET, GOLDEN-CROWNED 30 TITMOUSE, TUFTED 1 WOODPECKER, HAIRY 2
KINGLET, RUBY-CROWNED 53 TOWHEE, EASTERN 3 WOODPECKER, PILEATED 1
MEADOWLARK, EASTERN 0 VEERY 7 WOODPECKER, RED-BELLIED 2
NIGHTHAWK, COMMON 5 VIREO, BELL'S 0 WOODPECKER, RED-HEADED 2
NUTHATCH, RED-BREASTED 0 VIREO, BLUE-HEADED 0 WREN, NORTHERN HOUSE 23
NUTHATCH, WHITE-BREASTED 3 VIREO, PHILADELPHIA 0 WREN, WINTER 1
ORIOLE, BALTIMORE 21 VIREO, RED-EYED 2 YELLOWTHROAT, COMMON 24
ORIOLE, ORCHARD 8 VIREO, WHITE-EYED 0 SPRING 2026 TOTAL NEW BIRDS 1610
OVENBIRD 11 VIREO, EASTERN WARBLING 7 SPRING 2026 TOTAL RETRAPS 595



PLEASE HELP US ... in any way you can

Qur non-proft organization survives because of private contributions of tme and money from friends just like you Flease examine the list below and heip

us continue our important banding program by making your confribution!
Please return this form tor Sand Bluff Bird Observatory, P. O, Box 2. Seward, IL 61077 or donate through PayPal on our website: sandbluff org

[T Enclosedis a (tax-deductible) contribution of [T Enclosedisa {tax-deductible) donation of
[T $10.00 (Subscrber) [Cin memurfii?ﬁor of
[T $25.00 (Donor) L [~ for the Sand'BiuT Bird Observatory Endowment Fund
$50.00 (Supporting Member) f'- A for the Sand-BIuff Bird Observater Scholarship Fund
C (Supporting ) ) Y
[ $100.00 (Net Sponser) P
i . i L,] [T rdlike to learn more about voluntesring, please calliipg!
[T $250.00 (Sustaining Member) 'Y
™ Please do not share /publish my contact infarmation [T Please contact me to schedule a programtour for my group!
Mame (please print) Date
Address
City _ State Zip+4
Telephone (days) (evenings) {email)

Find PayPal by selecting the “Support Us” pagewhen you click on the “list” icon in the upper right comer of the website’s homepage.
There is also a SBBO t-shirt in multiple colors and sizes available to order online through PayPalon the “Merchandise” page.
Al Meets the Banding Table
Damon Wirth

If you've used the Merlin app to identify a bird singing in your backyard, you've already encountered artificial intelligence
at work. But can tools like Merlin hold up at the banding table, where identification demands go far beyond what a casual
field sighting requires?

In late April I was running the nets with Anna Gray on a cool, overcast morning when she looked up

M erlinﬁ into a nearby tree and said, "I think that's an Orchard Oriole." I opened the Merlin app, let it listen for a
few seconds, and sure enough, it confirmed her suspicion. Anna's ear had already done the work, but it
was satisfying to see the app arrive at the same answer. That small moment captures both the appeal and

7 the limits of these tools. They can back up what an experienced birder already knows, but they rarely
get there first.

Merlin learns to identify birds the same way a young bander does: by looking at thousands of
examples. Programmers fed the app millions of labeled bird photos and recordings, and over time it got very good at spotting
patterns: the rusty wash on a young bird's wing, the subtle shape of a bill, the distinctive whistle of a hidden thrush. For sound
identification especially, many birders have been genuinely amazed by its accuracy.

Part of what makes Merlin so effective is that it uses more than just the photo or sound. It also factors in where you are
and what time of year it is. A warbler that would be a jaw-dropping rarity in December is a perfectly reasonable guess in May.
That kind of context, pulled from the massive eBird database, helps the app narrow down its choices the way any thoughtful
birder would.

At the banding table things get trickier. Merlin was trained mostly on field photos taken at a distance, not the close-up,
sometimes awkward angles of an in-hand bird. Show it a folded wing or an odd lighting condition and it can get confused. It
also can't check the skull for telltale signs of a young bird, or judge feather wear the way an experienced bander can.

There are also the hard cases that humble even veteran banders. Alder and Willow Flycatchers, for example, look nearly
identical in the hand. Fall warblers in worn or molting plumage can stump anyone. Al tools struggle with these same puzzles,
and for the same reason: there simply aren't enough clear examples to learn from, whether you're a computer or a human
being.

Still, there is real promise here, especially for newer banders. A beginner struggling to age a fall warbler might find a
second opinion in their pocket more useful than any field guide. Used thoughtfully, these tools can reinforce what a mentor
teaches rather than replace it. The danger comes when someone trusts the app without understanding why it might be wrong.

For my part, I still reach for my field guide more often than the app, and I expect I always will. But I've stopped
pretending the app isn't useful. It is. The trick is knowing when to listen to it and when to trust the bird in your hand.
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Photo by Deb Eickman
Damon & Ashton Wirth, Lee Johnson, John
Longhenry, and Mike Eickman set up the net on
the new swamp net extension.

Coming next issue, the story
behind Camden Greenfield's
Eagle Scout project for the
benefit of SBBO.

EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES
FOR CLASSES AND GROUPS

. This fall, SBBO is allowing small groups and drop-
in visitors to observe banding. Thursday or weekend

momings, groups of 10—15cansched- = =~ T

e L

ule a “group presentation”. Smaller

groups may join the generalvisitors.
Call Kathy Hoel, 815-670-0843 or

e-mail kathyhoel6@gmail.com/subject:

SBBO group visit, for details andto

reserveyour spot. Allow 1%z hoursto

watch the banding processand visit the ol

nets. Photo by Thelma Bottum
Donations are gratefully accepted.

Here’s How To Reach Us!

During Operating Hours: 815-629-2671 i’;ﬁ;
Mailing Address: SandBIuff Bird Observatory
P. O. Box 2 :
Seward,IL 61077 2 o
[) e?e‘rves

GPS Address: 10602 Haas Rd, Rockton, IL
Be sureto visit our websiteat: www.sandbluff.or
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ADDRESS CORRECTIONS
If you wish to cancel, subscribeor correct your mailing addressfor
the SandBIuff Birder, please e-mail: bottum4548@gmail.com.
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