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A total of 510 species of birds have 
been recorded in British Columbia 
over the past 150 years – more 
than in any other province or 
territory in Canada! 
Of these many species, this guide 
focuses on birds that are most likely to be 
found in the yards, parks, and other green spaces around 
human settlements. Some are regular visitors to seed and 
nectar feeders, while others hunt through gardens for 
bugs, grubs, berries, and other foods.
Some of the species in this guide are year-round residents 
in BC, while others migrate between summer and winter 
locations, making them common in an area for only part 
of the year. See the range maps in this guide for species 
range location and movement.  
Use these cards to:
•	 Observe and identify birds in your community
•	 Bird-watch responsibly and use feeders safely
•	 Learn fun facts about your local birds
•	 Share among a group for games and activities  

(Who am I? scavenger hunts, etc.)
•	 Inspire further projects, research, and inquiry

About this guide
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Bird-watching (aka birding) is an activity that anyone can do – 
in a group or on your own! Getting outdoors in nature benefits 
our physical and mental health. Observing birds can improve 
attention and focus – as well as sparking excitement. What a 
perfect combination for a life-long hobby! 
Birds are everywhere. We can watch behaviours like feeding, 
nesting, mobbing, singing, and defending territories. We can 
learn more about the environment and habitats that birds 
depend upon. If we pay attention to birds they can teach us 
much about the natural world.
Activities to do while learning about birds
•	 Build nest boxes: NestWatch.org offers 

construction plans to attract a variety  
of birds and manage invasive species.

•	 Join a citizen science project like eBird.  
Share your observations and learn from others. 

•	 Make feeders and see who is attracted. See the card in 
this set for different feeder types and bird-friendly tips.

•	 Birding by ear: Use an online app such as Merlin from  
the Cornell Lab to listen to bird calls. This is another tool 
for identifying birds in the field.

•	 Use a Sit Spot to hone observation skills. A Sit Spot is 
simply a favourite place in nature that you visit regularly 
to observe nature. Over time and visits, you’ll become 
increasingly aware of the life happening all around you.

Bird activities for everyone!
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The key to bird identification is noticing 
specific characteristics. This may be 
easier said than done when a bird is on 
the move! Practice noticing the 5 ‘S’s 
and you’ll have what you need to pick 
your bird out of a field guide.
SHAPE: What is the bird’s general shape? 
Does anything stand out? (such as a long neck  
or a wide bill or a unique tail)
SIZE: How large is the bird? Compare it to a bird you know 
well like a robin or a crow.
SHADE: Note patterns and colours. Does it have spots or 
stripes? Different colours on the bill, head, wings, legs, etc?
SOUND: Is it making sounds? Is it one note repeating or a 
long, complicated song?
SPACE: What habitat is the bird in? What is it doing in this 
habitat? What is the geographic location? What season is it?
Keep in mind that in some species, males and females 
may look very different. Juvenile birds may look different 
from their parents, often they are less brightly coloured. 
Colouration may also differ between individuals. 
When using a field guide, note the bird’s range – is your 
sighting within it? At the right time of year? Birds will 
occasionally get blown off course – sometimes across oceans 
or continents – but it is rare.

Bird identification: the 5 ‘S’ method
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Bird anatomy
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As bird-watching becomes increasingly popular, it is more 
important than ever that we respect the birds we’re 
observing and their habitat. Some things to remember:
•	 Keep your distance: Using binoculars is a great way to 

see birds up-close while giving them enough space to 
feel safe. If your activity causes birds to take flight or 
call in alarm, you’re too close. 

•	 Leave dogs at home: Birds who rest and nest on the 
ground are easily disturbed and stressed by a dog in 
their environment. Even a friendly dog is seen as a 
threat and can cause birds to abandon nests or spend 
their energy on flight rather than getting food. For 
migratory birds this can be deadly.

•	 Stay on trails and off private property: While it may 
be tempting to go in for a better look, this can damage 
habitat and cause problems with property owners.

•	 Technology can be trouble:  
The use drones, flash photography 
and recorded bird calls is 
discouraged because these 
activities cause stress to birds.

•	 Shh: Walk softly and talk 
quietly, especially when birding 
in groups. This will improve your 
sighting success as well.

Birding best practices
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Why does BC have a higher number of recorded 
bird species than any other province or territory 
in Canada? It comes down to biogeography. BC 
contains a wealth of different habitats, each hosting 
its own variety of species. Here are some of the 
types of birds you may find in the habitats beyond 
your backyard or neighbourhood:  
Marine and Shore: Fish-eaters such as gulls, grebes, 
cormorants, and murrelets1 feed at sea. Sandpipers, 
dunlin2, knots, and oyster-catchers probe the 
shoreline for invertebrates and crustaceans. 
Forest: Perched on tree snags, raptors such as 
eagles, hawks, and owls3 may be seen. Crossbills, 
thrushes, grosbeaks, and tanagers4 flit among the 
trees in search for insects, seeds and berries, while 
grouse forage on the forest floor.
Grassland and farmland: Vultures soar overhead and 
raptors such as harriers, hawks, and kestrels5 patrol 
the fields. Killdeer6, nighthawks, savannah sparrows, 
and quail nest among the grasses and scrub.
Wetland: Ducks such as mallards, wigeons7, and 
teals, can be found dabbling for aquatic foods  
along with swans and geese. Herons8, coots, and 
rails wade in the shallows. Red-winged blackbirds 
sing among the reeds while kingfishers and osprey 
hunt from above. 

Beyond backyard habitat 1
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When encouraging birds to visit your yard, make sure that you 
create a safe and welcoming environment:
•	 Healthy food: Offer natural and nutritious foods like 

seeds, grains, nuts, and suet rather that human foods like 
bread. Feeding bread can be worse than feeding nothing 
at all because it causes the bird to feel full without 
providing the nutrients it needs! Hummingbird nectar 
should be made with 4 parts water, 1 part white sugar 
with no added red dye.

•	 Healthy feeder: All types of bird feeders should be 
cleaned regularly to remove mold and prevent the  
spread of avian diseases, which can be transmitted 
through contact with a dirty feeder.

•	 Be wary of windows: place feeders within 1 m of the 
closest window, or much further away (greater than 
3 m). From close feeders, birds can’t hit the window hard 
enough for serious injury, and distant feeders provide 
enough room to safely maneuver.

•	 Easy access: Placing your feeder in an 
area where it is easy to see and to 
refill can help you keep the feeder 
in good shape to attract more 
birds. If you need a ladder to refill a 
feeder each time, you’ll be less likely 
to keep it filled and cleaned!

Be bird feeder friendly
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1. Nectar feeder: Made to dispense nectar for 
hummingbirds. Select a model that is easy to take 
apart, and clean them regularly to prevent mold. 
Make nectar with 4 parts water, 1 part white sugar 
with no added red dye. 
2. Platform: An elevated surface on which many 
kinds of bird food can be placed. A roof and 
drainage holes will help to keep the food dry.
3. Hopper: A covered store of bird food that dispens-
es onto a platform. Care should be taken to prevent 
animals such a squirrels from accessing the food. 
4. Tube feeder: A hollow tube filled with seed. 
The multiple feeding ports tend to have only short 
perches to prevent large birds from landing. 
5. Wire cylinder: These can be filled with larger food 
such as peanuts (shell removed). Birds clinging to 
the wire can peck of small pieces with less spillage 
than a seed feeder.
6. Suet cage: Blocks of suet mixed with seed can 
be purchased for these feeders. Hanging the suet 
makes it more difficult for other animals to reach it.
7. Ground: Some ground-feeding bird species prefer 
to feed on a large, low, flat surface. A surface like 
a wooden board that can be cleaned off between 
feedings to reduce attraction for other animals.

Types of bird feeders
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•	 Feathers are made of a protein called keratin, which is  
the same material that makes up our fingernails and hair. 

•	 Feathers grow from a bird’s skin similar to the way hair 
grows from our head. When a feather becomes old or 
damaged, it is shed and replaced.

•	 Feathers allow most birds to fly. An owl’s extra 
soft and fringe-edged feathers gives them the 
ability to fly silently.

•	 Feathers keep birds warm by trapping heat. 
•	 Birds preen with oils from a gland near the tail  

to keep their feathers dry while in the water. 
•	 Feather colour can help to attract a mate or to  

camouflage for protection against predators.  

Common types of feathers: 
Wing feathers for flight have uniform, windproof 
surfaces. These feathers are long, strong, and asymmetric 
with a less flexible leading edge.
Tail feathers are often similar to wing feathers but more 
symmetrical. In some birds, tail feathers have evolved into 
showy ornaments to attract a mate and are not used in flight.
Contour feathers cover a bird’s body like shingles, keeping it 
sleek and waterproof. They are found everywhere except the 
beak, legs, and feet.
Down feathers have a fluffy structure that traps body heat in  
pockets of air. It’s also used by birds to line their nests.

Feather facts
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Nests are used by birds as a place to  
incubate their eggs and protect their young. 
Some species build their nests from scratch, while other use 
cavities or burrows made by woodpeckers and other animals. 
The best seasons to find nests are spring and fall. In spring, 
bird activity may alert you to a nest’s location. Remember, it’s 
illegal to disturb active nests and nesting birds. By fall, most 
nests will be vacant. After the leaves drop, it can be easier to 
spot nests that were previously hidden.  
Common types of bird nests:

Know your nests

Scrape: A shallow depression in soil or vegetation. 
Used by many ducks, shorebirds, quail, and others.
Burrow: In or under the earth. Used by burrowing 
owls, kingfishers, puffins, and others.
Cavity: A chamber, typically in living or dead 
wood (or a birdhouse). Used by woodpeckers, 
chickadees, wood ducks, and others.
Cup: Deep and rounded, with a central depres-
sion. Made of twigs and other materials. Used by 
many songbirds, hummingbirds, and others.
Platform: Large and flat. Elevated in the case of 
raptors, such as ospreys. On water, for grebes and 
other waterbirds.
Pendulous: An elongated, woven sac made of 
grasses and other fibres. Used by bushtits, orioles, 
and others.
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year-round
summer

Where found: Open forests and human-associated 
landscapes such as parks and gardens.

Diet: Flower nectar, insects, and sap. Will take sugar 
water from feeders.

Description: Length 9.5 cm. Iridescent green 
upperparts, greyish underparts. White around the eyes. 
Male: Iridescent rose-red crown and throat/gorget. 
Female: Some rose-coloured feathers on throat.

Sounds: Call: High, sharp chip. Song: A series of 
buzzes, whistles, and chips. Other: males make a loud 
squeak at the bottom of courtship dives using their  
tail feathers.

Notes: 
•	 Anna’s is the largest hummingbird found in BC.
•	 The historical range of Anna’s hummingbird was 

only as far north as San Fransisco, but it has been 
expanding north since the 1960’s in part because  
of increased human feeding.

•	 Hummingbirds have tiny legs and can’t properly 
walk or hop on the ground. They can shuffle, but 
most of their time is spent in flight or perched.

Anna’s Hummingbird 
Calypte anna
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year-round
summer

Where found: Open forests, thickets and human-
associated landscapes such as parks and gardens.

Diet: Flower nectar, particularly from colorful, tubular 
flowers such as columbine, and insects. Will take sugar 
water from feeders.

Description: Length 8.5 cm. Male: Green crown, rusty 
(rufous) back. Iridescent throat/gorget. Breast is white, 
underparts are rust. Female: Upperparts are green, 
rusty sides, Breast and underparts are white.

Sounds: Call: High, sharp chip. Other: A loud hum is 
made with the wings.

Notes: 
•	 The Rufous hummingbird makes one of the longest 

migratory journeys of any bird in the world, as 
measured by body size, traveling back and forth 
between Alaska and Mexico. A one-way trip is 
3,200kms or 78,470,000 body lengths!

•	 The Rufous hummingbird has an excellent memory. 
Some individuals return from migration to the same 
feeders they visited the previous year.

Rufous Hummingbird 
Selasphorus rufus
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year-round
summerRock Pigeon 

Columba livia

Where found: Urban and rural areas around human 
settlement. Often roosts and nests on cliff-like structures 
like tall buildings.

Diet: Seeds, grains, fruit, and discarded human food.

Description: Length 33 cm. Grey with a dark grey bill 
and pink legs. Plumage is variable but is most commonly 
green and mauve iridescence in neck feathers and two 
black bars on wings. 

Sounds: Song: Low-pitched coo sounds.

Notes: 
•	 Rock pigeons, commonly known simply as ‘pigeons’, 

were introduced from Europe and are now found 
world-wide near human settlement.

•	 These birds have been domesticated for over 
5,000 years. They were raised for food and known 
as squab. They were also used to carry messages 
during wartime.

•	 Pigeons are excellent navigators and can find their 
way using the position of the sun and the Earth’s 
magnetic field. 
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year-round
summerMourning Dove 

Zenaida macroura
Where found: Prairies, croplands, semi-rural areas 
where a regular supply of grain can be found.

Diet: Primarily seeds and grains.

Description: Length 30 cm. Slender, grey-brown above 
with black spots on wing cover. Light peach-brown 
underparts. Bill is dark, legs are pink.

Sounds: Song: Slow cooing ooAAH ooo ooo ooo.

Notes: 
•	 Mourning doves can drink brackish (salty) water (up to 

almost half the salinity of sea water) without ill effect.
•	 As ground feeders, doves will eat quickly and store 

seeds in a pouch in their throat called a ‘crop’. They 
will finish digesting once they are safely perched.

•	 Mourning doves get their name from their song, 
which sounds sad and mournful to our ears.

•	 The Eurasian collared-dove (right) has a 
similar appearance but is stouter, lighter 
in colour, and has a black crescent 
on the back of the neck (nape). It 
is considered an invasive species 
due to their prolific breeding and an 
agricultural pest, eating grains and 
impacting crop yields.
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year-round
summerDowny Woodpecker

Dryobates pubescens

Where found: Deciduous woodlands, parks, suburban 
and rural areas.

Diet: Insects and other invertebrates, fruits, and seeds. 
Will take suet from feeders.

Description: Length 17 cm. White back and 
underparts, black and white checked wings. Stiff, black 
tail. Black and white head with a short, pointed bill. 
Male: Red spot on the back of the head. 

Sounds: Call: A somewhat excited string of hoarse, 
high-pitched notes that descend in pitch toward the 
end. Other: Drums on trees, making rapid strikes at a 
steady pace.

Notes: 
•	 Downy woodpeckers are the most likely woodpecker 

species in BC to visit a backyard bird feeder. They 
prefer suet feeders but will also take sunflower 
seeds and peanuts. In the wild, they extract insects 
from the bark and twigs of trees and hollow 
weed stems.

•	 Hairy woodpeckers (right) look very 
similar to “Downies” but are larger in 
size (length 24cm) and have a longer bill 
(equal to the length of their head).
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year-round
summerNorthern Flicker 

Colaptes auratus

Where found: Open forests and forest edges, urban and 
suburban areas.
Diet: Ants, beetles, other invertebrates, and fruit. Will take 
suet, seeds, and peanuts from feeders.
Description: Length 30 cm. Brownish-grey, black-striped 
above, black spotted below. Black bib on breast. White rump 
visible while in flight. The undersides of wings and tail are 
bright orange. Male: Red “moustache”.
Sounds: Call: A loud single-note kyeer. Song: loud, rolling 
rattle. Other: Rapid drumming against trees, telephone 
poles or metal objects.
Notes: 
•	 Flickers are woodpeckers, and while they are able to 

cling to trees, excavate wood, and extract insects like 
others of this family, they prefer to feed on the ground. 
Ants are a favourite and can make up 45% of their diet. 

•	 Flickers don’t seem to be bothered by the formic acid 
secreted by the defensive ants, in fact, they engage  
in “anting”. Birds will rub the ants through  
their feathers, using the formic acid to rid 
themselves of mites.

•	 There is a form of Northern flicker in 
eastern and northern North America  
with yellow undersides on its tail and 
wings, rather than orange.   
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year-round
summerSteller’s Jay 

Cyanocitta stelleri

Where found: Coniferous and mixed woodlands, 
residential and agricultural areas with nearby forests.

Diet: Varied, includes conifer seeds, nuts, insects and small 
vertebrates. Will take peanuts, seeds and suet from feeders.

Description: Length 29 cm. Blackish upper body and 
head, with a long crest. Rump, tail and belly are bright blue. 
Legs and bill are black.

Sounds: Calls: A loud and repeated shook shook shook 
shook. As well, harsh cries, warbles, and whistles. Other: 
Steller’s Jays are known to mimic other birds and sounds in 
their environment.

Notes: 
•	 Like other members of the Corvid family (jays and 

crows), Steller’s jays are social and smart. They will raid 
nests and unattended human food left outdoors. They 
will gather in groups and mob predators together.

•	 Steller’s jays are talented mimics. They will imitate the 
calls of predators such as hawks in order to scare other 
birds from a feeding area. 

•	 These jays are named for Georg Steller, a naturalist on  
a Russian explorer’s ship, who first recorded the species 
in 1741.
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year-round
summerAmerican Crow 

Corvus brachyrhynchos

Where found: Cities, suburbs, farmland, shorelines,  
and woodlands.

Diet: Varied, including fruit, seeds, arthropods, marine 
life, carrion, nestlings and eggs, discarded human food.

Description: Length 43 cm. Feathers, legs, and bill are 
black. Tail is fan-shaped with a rounded edge.

Sounds: Call: the most common is a harsh caw. Song: A 
mixture of hoarse or grating coos, caws, rattles, and clicks. 

Notes: 
•	 In winter, American crows roost in large groups, from 

a few hundred up to two million crows. At dusk, flocks 
can be seen over cities, all headed for the 
same area.

•	 Crows are highly intelligent and are 
known to use tools and remember 
human faces.

•	 The Common raven (right) is similarly all 
black. However it is larger (length 61cm), 
with a wedge-shaped tail and a deeper, 
croaking voice. 
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year-round
summerTree Swallow 

Tachycineta bicolor

Where found: In BC during summer only, around 
wetlands, lakes, open grasslands, and pastures. Nests in 
tree cavities and nest boxes.

Diet: Forages for insects while flying over water and 
open fields. Also eats berries.

Description: Length 14.5 cm. Iridescent blue-green 
above, white chin and lower parts. Tail is square.

Sounds: Call: Chattering when agitated. Song: High-
pitched and liquid, composed of a chirp, a whine, and  
a gurgle.

Notes: 
•	 Tree swallows are acrobatic fliers, able to twist and 

turn sharply to catch insects in flight. In winter and 
when migrating, they will form large flocks and fly 
in a synchronized, whirling cloud before roosting for 
the night.

•	 Tree swallows spend their winters in Mexico and 
Central America, then migrate north for the summer 
to breed and raise their young as far north as the 
Yukon while insects are plentiful.
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year-round
summerBarn Swallow 

Hirundo rustica

Where found: In BC during summer only, in rural 
areas, grasslands, and open spaces. Nests under eaves, 
in barns, and beneath bridges.

Diet: Catching insects on the wing, flying low over water 
and fields.

Description: Length 17 cm. Long, forked tail. Metallic 
blue-black upperparts, light buff breast and belly. Face is 
a deep rust.

Sounds: Call: Vit vit noise when alarmed. Song: A long 
series of continuous warbling sounds followed by up to 
a dozen rapid, mechanical-sounding whirrs.

Notes: 
•	 Barn swallows once nested primarily in caves 

throughout North America, but as access to caves 
has been reduced and buildings have multiplied, 
they now build their bowl-shaped mud nests on 
human-made structures. 

•	 Barn swallows breed across much of North America 
before migrating to South and Central America for 
the winter months.
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year-round
summerBlack-capped Chickadee 

Poecile atricapillus

Where found: Deciduous and mixed woodlands, 
suburbs, and parks. Nests in tree cavities and nest boxes.

Diet: Insects, spiders, and other arthropods. Will take 
suet, seeds, and peanuts from feeders.

Description: Length 13.5 cm. Black cap and throat, 
divided by white cheeks. Grey back, wings, and tail. Buff 
to pale underparts.

Sounds: Call: A vocal chick-a dee dee dee. Song: Near 
the coast, the song is a series of one note fee fee fee. 
Inland, it’s two notes fee bee. 

Notes: 
•	 In winter, chickadee flocks may be joined by other 

species birds of including nuthatches, kinglets, 
and warblers. These other birds learn to recognise 
chickadee alarm calls, even if their own calls are 
much different.

•	 Chickadees cache (hide) nuts and seeds to eat later. 
A bird is able to remember a hiding place for about  
a month afterward.

•	 On cold nights, black-capped chickadees can reduce 
their body temperature by as much as 12°C, going 
into a hibernation-like state called “torpor” until the 
next morning. 
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year-round
summerChestnut-backed Chickadee 

Poecile rufescens

Where found: Moist coniferous forests, coastal areas, 
suburban areas, Vancouver Island and Haida Gwaii. Also in 
areas of the interior. Nests in tree cavities and nest boxes.

Diet: Insects and other arthropods, tree seeds, and fruit. 
Will take nuts, seeds, and suet from feeders.

Description: Length 12 cm. Black cap and throat, 
divided by white cheeks. Chestnut brown back and sides. 
Grey wings, and tail. Pale underparts.

Sounds: Call: A high, thin, scratchy chick a dee. Other: 
Nestlings are known to hiss at nest intruders.

Notes: 
•	 Chestnut-backed chickadees favour fur for lining their 

nests and will collect fur from deer, rabbits, skunks, 
coyotes, dogs, cats, and other animals. Adults will 
cover the eggs with fur when leaving the nest.

•	 In winter, chickadees will travel in mixed flocks while 
foraging for food and can often be found alongside 
bushtits, nuthatches, kinglets, and warblers.

•	 The Chestnut-backed chickadee is closely 
related to the Boreal chickadee (right), 
which inhabits coniferous forest of  
the Interior and has a grey-brown  
cap and back.
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Certhia americana

Where found: Coniferous and mixed woodlands, 
preferring mature trees. 

Diet: Primarily insects. In winter, they will take suet, 
peanut butter, and seeds from feeders.

Description: Length 13.5 cm. Long, stiff tail. Curved, 
narrow bill. Upperparts are dappled brown and grey, 
underparts are white.

Sounds: Call: High, wavering tsee. Song: Only the male 
sings, a jumble of high notes. 

Notes: 
•	 Creepers forage for insects and other arthropods by 

probing bark crevices. They will start at the base of a 
tree and work their way up and around trunk, facing 
upwards as they go. When they reach the top, the 
creeper will fly down to the base of the next tree 
and begin again.

•	 Creeper nests are hammock-like structures, most 
often tucked under sheets of loose bark and made 
from a combination of small sticks, grasses, moss, 
feathers, and spider’s web.
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Psaltriparus Minimus

Where found: Open deciduous and mixed forests and 
human-associated landscapes such as parks and gardens 
with shrubs and brush. 

Diet: Insects and other arthropods. Will take seeds 
and peanuts from feeders and occasionally visit 
hummingbird feeders.

Description: Length 11 cm. Small with grey-brown 
plumage, a long tail and a tiny bill. Male: Dark iris (eye). 
Female: White iris (eye).

Sounds: Call: Short, high, wispy chips.

Notes: 
•	 Southern Vancouver Island and the Lower Mainland 

are at the northern edge of their range, which 
reaches as far south as Central America.

•	 Bushtits are social birds that live and forage together 
year-round in flocks of up to 50 birds. Groups will 
roost huddled together for warmth on cold nights.

•	 Bushtits weave long, hanging nests out of grasses, 
twigs, moss, lichens, and spider’s web. Concealed 
among shrubs, they look a little like a discarded old 
woolen sock. The whole family sleeps inside until 
the young have fledged.
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Sitta canadensis

Where found: Coniferous and mixed woodlands, well-
treed urban and suburban areas. Nests in tree cavities 
and nest boxes.

Diet: Conifer seeds, insects and other arthropods. Will 
take seeds, peanuts, and suet from feeders.

Description: Length 11 cm. Black cap and eyeline. 
White supercilium (eyebrow) and chin. Blue-grey back, 
rusty underparts. Short tail.

Sounds: Call: The loud yank honk may be given once 
or as a song. Song: A quick series of nasal, horn-like 
yank-yank notes.

Notes: 
•	 These nuthatches are highly territorial and defensive 

of their nest. They will smear conifer sap around the 
nest entrance to deter intruders.

•	 Foraging is often done facing downward while 
clinging to a tree trunk or feeder. They will 
commonly pull their heads far back while in this 
position for a horizontal look around them.

•	 Nuthatches are bold and will sometimes steal 
nesting materials from others birds.
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Thryomanes bewickii

Where found: Forest edges, thickets, and human-
associated landscapes such as parks and gardens. Nests 
in brush, tree cavities, and nest boxes.

Diet: Insects and other arthropods. Will take seeds and 
suet from feeders.

Description: Length 13.5 cm. Brown upperparts with a 
bold, white supercilium (eyebrow). Grey underparts. Bill 
slightly curved. Long, stiff tail is banded with black.

Sounds: Call: Short notes plink plink, pee, and sker. 
Song: Quite a variable series of high quick notes, buzzes, 
warbles, and trills that are used by males to attract a 
mate and defend territory. 

Notes: 
•	 Bewick’s wrens form tight pair bonds, working 

together to build their nest and foraging together 
for food.

•	 Bewick’s wren numbers have declined where their 
range overlaps with that of the House wren. House 
wrens are thought to be at least partially responsible 
for the decline, as they are territorial, aggressive,  
and will destroy the eggs of other cavity-nesting 
birds and take over the nest site.
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Corthylio calendula

Where found: Wooded areas, suburbs and 
hedgerows. Nests in tall conifers and aspens. 

Diet: Small insects and other arthropods. Will take 
seeds and suet from feeders.

Description: Length 10.5 cm. Grey-green over all with 
paler underparts. White eye-ring and wing bars. Male: 
Red crown that can be raised in a crest when excited. 

Sounds: Call: A harsh, fast, scolding jidi dit. Song: 
Males sing a loud, rolling twitter of jumbled notes. 

Notes: 
•	 Ruby-crowned kinglets lay large clutches of eggs – 

especially for their small size. A nest may contain  
up to 12 eggs, together weighing as much as the 
female kinglet!

•	 To defend their nest, kinglets will act as if they have 
a broken wing. The predator, thinking they’ll get an 
easy meal, is drawn towards the “injured” bird and 
away from the nest. Once they are far enough away, 
the kinglet will fly off.
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Ixoreus naevius

Where found: Nests in conifer forests throughout 
much of the province. Winters in moist, coastal forests.

Diet: Insects and other arthropods, fruit and berries. 
Will take seeds from ground feeders.

Description: Length 24 cm. Male: Dark breast band, 
cheeks, crown, and back. Orange supercilium (eyebrow), 
throat, underparts and wing bands Female: Has the 
same pattern, but the dark parts are greyish and the 
orange parts are yellow or whitish.

Sounds: Call: A series of chep notes. Song: Males  
sing a long, trilled note followed by a series of warbles 
and whistles. 

Notes: 
•	 Varied thrushes are most often ground feeders, 

however during fall migration they can be found in 
trees and shrubs eating fruits and berries such as 
snowberries, red huckleberries, and the fruit of the 
arbutus tree.

•	 These thrushes will aggressively defend small 
feeding territories from other birds and one another.
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Turdus migratorius

Where found: Open forests and human-associated 
landscapes such as parks, gardens, and lawns.

Diet: Worms, insects and other arthropods, fruit. Will 
take seeds from ground feeders.

Description: Length 43 cm. Dark grey head, back, 
wings, and tail. White around eye and striped on throat. 
Reddish-orange breast and underparts. Juvenile: Dark 
spots on breast, white spots on back. White throat.

Sounds: Call: A series of yeeps or chups. Song: Males 
sing year-round but especially in spring to declare 
their territory and attract a mate. They sing a series of 
trilled whistles described as cheerily, cheer up, cheer up 
repeated. Other: Females will aggressively clack their 
bills while on the nest.

Notes: 
•	 American robins can produce up to three separate 

broods of young in a year. Each brood can have 4-7 
nestling, giving busy robin parents 12-21 chicks to 
raise in a year!

•	 The American robin is named after the European 
robin because it shares its reddish-orange breast 
colour. However the two species are not closely 
related and belong to different families of birds.  
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Sturnus vulgaris

Where found: Native to Eurasia. Widespread across 
North America, particularly around human settlements. An 
aggressive cavity nester, will take over birdhouses with a hole 
5 cm or larger, contributing to the decline of many native 
cavity-nesting songbirds.

Diet: Insects and other arthropods, fruits, and seeds.

Description: Length 21.5 cm. Stocky, with a short tail and a 
yellow bill. Iridescent black feathers with green-purple sheen. 
Non-breeding: Light spots on the ends of body feathers. These 
wear off by breeding season. Juvenile: Grey-brown feathers.

Sounds: Calls: Purrs, screams, and a che che che trill.  
Song: Warbles, whistles, chatters, liquid sounds. 

Notes: 
•	 In addition to their own calls, starlings are excellent 

mimics and can imitate the sounds of flickers, jays, 
meadowlarks, killdeer, and hawks.

•	 European starlings were originally introduced to North 
America in 1890 by a group of individuals in New York 
City who wanted to establish all the birds mentioned by 
Shakespeare into their area.

•	 A murmuration is a term used to describe a large group of 
starlings flying in a synchronized cloud. They twist, turn, 
swoop and swirl in unison to confuse predators.
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Bombycilla cedrorum

Where found: Forest edges, clearings, riparian areas  
and suburbs.

Diet: Fruits and berries, and occasional insects.

Description: Length 19 cm. Brown crest, head, and back, 
fading to grey on the rump and tail. Black mask, yellow belly, 
white undertail. Tail feathers have yellow tips. Red, waxy tips 
on some wing feathers. 

Sounds: Call: High-pitched bzee, made often, particularly 
while in flight. 

Notes: 
•	 The red “wax” tipping the Cedar Waxwing’s secondary 

wing feathers is not actually wax, but an accumulation of 
pigment, a carotenoid that gives red fruits their colour. 
The tips increase in number and size with an individual’s 
age, and immature birds may show no tips at all.

•	 Cedar waxwings are specialized fruit-eaters, relying on 
this food throughout the year. Their efficient digestion 
allows them to live on a diet that would not 
sustain most other North American birds.

•	 The Bohemian waxwing (right) is also 
found in BC. It is slightly larger with a grey 
body and reddish-brown undertail. It is 
often found in conifer forests.
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Passer domesticus

Where found: Native to Eurasia and North Africa. 
Common in human-associated landscapes such as cities, 
suburbs, and farming areas across North America.

Diet: Seeds, grains, discarded human food. 

Description: Length 16 cm. Stout, with a conical bill 
and a short tail. Male: Grey crown and underparts. Black 
bill and bib. White cheeks and chestnut neck. Female: 
Buff underparts, back striped buff, brown, and black.

Sounds: Call: Single cheep notes. Song: Repeated 
chirrup notes mostly vocalized by males.

Notes: 
•	 House sparrows prefer to nest in human-made 

structures rather than natural cavities. To deter this 
invasive species from taking over birdhouses, make  
the entry hole less than 4 cm.

•	 Within a flock, male House sparrows with larger bibs 
tend to be of higher status. Displaying status allows 
birds to compare their standing without a fight.

•	 Due to their ability to live successfully with humans, 
House sparrows have become the most widely 
distributed wild bird on the planet, outcompeting 
native birds for nest sites and killing the young of 
other species.
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Haemorhous mexicanus

Where found: Forest edges, grasslands, and human-
associated landscapes such as gardens and farmland.

Diet: Berries, fruit, seeds, and insects. Will take seeds 
from feeders.

Description: Length 15 cm. Small head, long tail, and 
stout bill. Streaked brown and white. Male: Red on head 
and breast, and sometimes on back as well. 

Sounds: Call: Sharp cheep. Song: Males warble a loud, 
long, jumbled series of notes. 

Notes: 
•	 The intensity of red on male House finches depends 

on the supply of available fruits and berries and 
can vary throughout the year. Females tend to 
be attracted to the males with the deepest red 
colouration on their heads.

•	 House finches are cavity nesters and will use 
available birdhouses. These finches feed their 
nestlings only plant-based foods, which is 
unusual among birds. 

•	 Sometimes confused with the Purple 
finch (right). See information on the  
card for that species.
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Haemorhous purpureus

Where found: Semi-open areas with fruiting trees 
including parks and suburbs. Nests in moist conifer and 
mixed forests.

Diet: Fruits and insects. Will take seeds, particularly 
sunflower seeds from feeders.

Description: Length 15 cm. Stocky with a large head 
and a thick beak. Male: Raspberry red head and breast. 
Back streaked brown and red. Female: Olive-brown 
upperparts. White and brown streaked lowerparts. 
White eyebrow on a brown head.

Sounds: Call: Short, low pek sound. Song: Fast, 
warbling song of rising and falling notes.

Notes: 
•	 Purple finches from the Pacific Coast have less well-

defined markings than those from other regions in 
BC. Particularly the female, which has faded head 
markings and blurrier streaks on the belly.

•	 Sometimes confused with the House finch 
(right). See information on the card for 
that species. Purple finches tend to avoid 
urban environments and other areas 
populated by House finches.
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Spinus tristis

Where found: Open areas near brush such as weedy 
fields and floodplains. 

Diet: Seeds and grains. Will take sunflower seeds and 
nyjer from feeders.

Description: Length 13 cm. Short conical bill, black 
bars on wings Male: (Breeding, Mar-Sep) bright yellow 
with black forecrown. Non-breeding, olive brown with 
yellowish head. Female: (Breeding, Mar-Sep) muted 
yellow with olive back. Non-breeding, brown to buff.

Sounds: Calls: High tee-yee. In flight, ti di di di. Song: A 
long string of twitters and warbles sung by males.

Notes: 
•	 The flight call for the American goldfinch has also 

been described as a quiet, po-ta-to-chip sound.
•	 American goldfinches moult (shed and re-grow) 

their body feathers twice each year. In spring, they 
grow in brighter yellow feathers to impress mates 
during the breeding season. In fall, they grow more 
muted plumage, making it easier to hide from 
predators over the winter.

•	 Goldfinches are strict plant eaters, unlike many 
songbirds, who eat at least the occasional insect.
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Spinus Pinus

Where found: Woodland edges, mixed forest, thickets  
and suburban areas. Nests in conifer forests.

Diet: Insects and other arthropods, small seeds 
particularly tree seeds. Will take sunflower seeds and 
nyjer from feeders.

Description: Length 13 cm. Streaked brown with 
lighter underparts. Yellow colouration in wings and tail, 
most evident in flight.

Sounds: Call: A rising zreeee. Song: Males combine 
husky trills and wheezy notes into a lengthy song.

Notes: 
•	 The movements of Pine siskins are variable and 

determined by food supply. In some years large 
flocks will travel south in winter, descending on more 
populated areas, while others years will see only a 
few visitors. These large flocks can carry and spread 
disease among themselves and to birds, which is why 
it’s important to clean feeders regularly.

•	 Pine siskins keep warm in very cold temperatures 
by increasing their metabolic rates and burning 
more fat. A female will not leave the nest during 
cold periods and will be fed by the male while she 
protects the eggs from the cold.
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Spizella passerina

Where found: Open conifer forests and grassy areas 
including human-associated landscapes such as parks, 
orchards and farmland.

Diet: Seeds, insects and other arthropods, and fruit. 
Will take seeds, particularly sunflower, from feeders.

Description: Length 14 cm. Rusty crown (brighter in 
breeding season), dark eyeline, and light grey belly. Back 
and wings are streaked brown.

Sounds: Call: A single chip note. Song: Males trill a 
long series of evenly spaced chips.

Notes: 
•	 Chipping sparrows migrate at night and call to each 

other while in flight. At times, they may call more 
than 200 times an hour as they travel.

•	 Chipping sparrows are bold and adaptable to altered 
landscapes. Before the introduction of the House 
sparrow from Europe in the mid-1800s, this species 
was the most common sparrow in North American 
urban environments. 
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Zonotrichia leucophrys

Where found: Forest edges, shrubby semi-open areas, 
thickets, hedges, and weedy fields.

Diet: Seeds, insects and other arthropods, fruits, and 
berries. Will take seeds and grain from feeders.

Description: Length 17 cm. Large, pale grey sparrow 
with a long tail. Black and white head stripes, brown 
streaked back and wings. 

Sounds: Call: Most common is a sharp pink. Song: 
Begins with whistles, followed by jumbled whistling trills 
and ends with a buzz.

Notes: 
•	 The song of the male White-crowned sparrow 

depends on its subspecies and location. The song 
is learned during the first 2-3 months of life by 
listening to what is being sung in the surrounding 
environment. Females will also sing at times, but 
their songs are generally quieter and more variable.

•	 Due to their bold black and white stripes, the White-
crowned sparrow is sometimes referred to as a 
“skunk head”.
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Zonotrichia atricapilla

Where found: Forest edges, thickets, hedges, and 
suburban areas.

Diet: Seeds, insects and other arthropods, blossoms, 
and fruits. Will take seeds and grains from feeders.

Description: Length 17 cm. Large sparrow with a black 
cap that borders a yellow crown (duller in non-breeding 
season). Grey-brown face and belly with a brown 
streaked back.

Sounds: Call: A loud bink alarm call. Song: A series of 
downward sliding whistles that sound like, “oh, dear me.”

Notes: 
•	 The Golden-crowned sparrow’s black and gold 

head stripes are used to signal their social status 
within a wintering flock. Signals that show a bird’s 
dominance reduce fights that can cause injuries and 
use up energy.

•	 Golden-crowned sparrows are very closely related 
to White-crowned sparrows and are known to 
interbreed, leading to hybrid birds.
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Melospiza melodia

Where found: Shrubby marsh edges and other brushy 
areas near water. Also in well-planted parks and gardens.

Diet: Insects and other arthropods, seeds. Will take 
seeds and grains from feeders.

Description: Length 16 cm. Russet-brown streaks over 
body, merging at the center of the breast. Russet stripes 
on crown and eyeline. Long, rounded tail. 

Sounds: Call: A sharp chip. Song: Clear, spaced notes 
followed by a trill and a jumble of notes.

Notes: 
•	 Song sparrows have a large range, covering much of 

North America. Across this range, they are variable 
in traits such as size, colouration, and bill shape. As a 
result, there are at least 25 recognized subspecies.

•	 Song sparrows in wet, coastal areas tend to be 
darker in colour. It has been suggested that this 
is because melanin, the pigment that darkens the 
feathers, also makes them stronger and less prone 
to decay in damp environments.

•	 In a year of abundant food, Song sparrows may 
rear up to 4 clutches of young in a single breeding 
season.
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Junco hyemalis

Where found: Woodlands, farmlands, shrubby and 
suburban areas.

Diet: Seeds, fruit, insects and other arthropods. Will 
take seeds and grains from feeders.

Description: Length 15 cm. Light pink bill, white belly. 
Outer tail feathers are white, which can be seen 
best in flight (right). Oregon group: Black 
hood in males, grey hood in females. Brown 
back and sides. Slate-coloured group: All 
upperparts are slate grey.

Sounds: Calls: High, sharp chip. Sharp kew. 
Song: Short, even, musical trill.

Notes: 
•	 The plumage of Dark-eyed juncos is extremely 

variable and there are at least 14 subspecies 
based on these variations. These are grouped 
by appearance. In BC, the most common is the 
‘Oregon’ with its black, licorice gumdrop-like hood. 
The ‘Slate-coloured’ group is also present in winter, 
in smaller numbers.

•	 Dark-eyed juncos are common across North America 
and their population is estimated at approximately 
630 million individuals.  
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Pipilo maculatus

Where found: Brushy, overgrown fields, woodlands, 
riparian and suburban areas with shrubby cover. Forages 
frequently on the ground.

Diet: Insects and other arthropods, seeds, nuts, and 
fruit. Will take seeds and grains from feeders.

Description: Length 21 cm. Stout beak, red eye, dark 
hood. White-spotted upperparts, rusty sides and white 
belly. Female is slightly paler. Juvenile: Streaked brown 
with white flecks on back.

Sounds: Call: A nasal mew. Song: A series of notes 
followed by a trill che che che zheeee.

Notes: 
•	 Spotted towhees build theirs nest on the ground or 

low in bushes, seldom more than 1.5 m above the 
ground. Because of this, ground dwelling snakes and 
house cats are major predators on nestlings.

•	 One of the most noticeable features of Spotted 
towhees is their bright, red eyes. Other birds with 
naturally red eyes include wood ducks, killdeer, and 
pigeons. In the towhee, the eyes are brown when 
young, becoming red at maturity. 
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Agelaius phoeniceus

Where found: Marshes and other wetlands, rural 
areas, shrubs and brush near freshwater.

Diet: Insects and other arthropods, frogs, eggs, berries, 
and seeds. Will take seeds and suet from feeders.

Description: Length 22 cm. Stout with a pointed bill. 
Male: Glossy black with bright red and yellow shoulder 
patches (epaulets). Female: Streaked dark brown, buff, 
and white.

Sounds: Call: A low chek. Song: Males sing a distinctive, 
trilled con-ka-reeee, often while leaning forward and 
showing off their colourful shoulder patches.

Notes: 
•	 Male Red-winged blackbirds fiercely defend their 

territories throughout the breeding season, spending 
much of their time chasing other males out of the 
territory and attacking nest predators. A dominant 
male may have up to 15 females nesting in his 
territory.

•	 In winter, Red-winged blackbirds can gather into 
flocks of over a million birds. Each morning, the 
roosting blackbirds will spread out, traveling up  
to 80 kms to feed, before rejoining the flock in  
the evening.
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Yellow-rumped Warbler 
Setophaga coronata (spp. group auduboni) 

Where found: Breeds primarily in conifer forests. In 
winter, found in open mixed forests, rural and suburban 
areas, and shrublands.

Diet: Insects and other arthropods, berries. Will take 
seeds and suet from feeders.

Description: Length 14 cm. Bright, yellow rump, sides,  
crown, and throat. Male: Blue-grey back, black streaked 
breast. Female: Duller colours, brown-grey back.

Sounds: Call: Sharp chwit. Song: Males whistle a rising 
and falling warble or trill.

Notes: 
•	 The bright yellow rump of this species has given it 

the humorous nickname of “butter butt”.
•	 The Yellow-rumped warble has two distinct 

subspecies, the “Audubon” and the “Myrtle”. 
The Myrtle subspecies (right) is found primarily 
in eastern North America, overlapping with the 
western Audubon at the Rocky Mountains. 
It has a white chin and black mask.



Male

Female

Nest



Backyard Birds of BC

year-round
summerYellow Warbler 

Setophaga petechia

Where found: Forest edges and roadsides. Thickets of 
water-loving trees such as alder, willow, and cottonwood 
in riparian areas. Parks and backyards near water.  

Diet: Insects and other arthropods, with up to 60% of 
their diet consisting of caterpillars.

Description: Length 12.5 cm. Greenish-yellow above 
with yellower underparts.  Male: Reddish-brown streaks 
on breast. Brighter colours overall. Female: Duller 
colours overall.

Sounds: Call: A variety of chip notes. Song: Males sing 
a warbled sweet sweet sweet I’m so sweet ending with a 
rising note.

Notes: 
•	 Yellow warblers breed across North America as far 

north as the Arctic Circle. At the end of summer, 
they migrate south to Central and South America.

•	 Cowbirds are nest parasites who lay their eggs in 
the nests of other bird species, intending for that 
bird to do the work of raising the young cowbirds. 
Yellow warblers are frequent targets. However if the 
cowbird is observed laying eggs, the Yellow warbler 
will build a new nest floor on top of the invader’s 
eggs and lay a new clutch of eggs.
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Strix varia

Where found: Dense forests with mature trees for 
nesting, parks, suburban areas. Will use nest boxes of 
the appropriate size place in treed areas.

Diet: Small mammals such as mice, rats, voles, and 
squirrels. Also a variety of small to medium bird species,  
amphibians and insects. 

Description: Length 53 cm. A large, grey-brown owl. 
Whit spots on brown above and on breast, lowerparts 
white with vertical brown stripes. Eyes are black, with 
light coloured circles around them. 

Sounds: Call: A series of distinctive nasal hoots, Who 
cooks for you? Who cooks for you-all?

Notes: 
•	 Attracted by the concentration of rodents in 

human-populated spaces, Barred owls are the most 
common owl species seen in urban and suburban 
areas. They hunt most frequently at dawn and dusk. 
During the day they are often found resting, perched 
in the branches of tall trees.

•	 The oldest recorded Barred owl was over 26 years 
old. Numerous owl species are known to live into 
their 20s. A Great horned owl at the San Francisco 
Zoo lived to be over 50.
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Accipiter cooperii

Where found: Open forests, rural and suburban 
areas. Known to hunt around bird feeders.

Diet: Most commonly, small to medium sized birds. 
Also rodents, bats,and lizards.

Description: Length 43 cm. Crow-sized with long, 
yellow legs, and a long, thickly banded tail with a 
rounded end. Blue-grey head and back. Reddish bars 
on white underparts. Juvenile: Brown above, brown 
streaked underparts.

Sounds: Call: A loud, nasal kek-kek-kek.

Notes: 
•	 As predators of small birds, Cooper’s 

hawks are attracted to bird feeders and 
may perch nearby, waiting for a meal. 
Removing the feeder for a few days will 
usually encourage a hawk to move on.

•	 The Sharp-shinned hawk closely 
resembles Cooper’s hawk. However, 
Sharp-shins are slightly smaller, with 
thinner legs, and a shorter, blunted tail. 
Their heads are more rounded compared 
to the Cooper’s angular shape.  

Sharp-shinned 

Cooper’s
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Avian: Relating to birds.
Belly: Underparts below the breast.
Bill/Beak: A bird’s upper and lower jaws. 
Breast: Underparts between the throat and the belly.
Brood: A family of young birds from eggs laid at the same 
time. Sitting on these eggs to hatch them is to brood them. 
Corvid: A member of the family Corvidae, which includes 
crows, ravens, jays, and others.
Crest: Elongated feathers on the top of the head that either 
stick up or can be raised.
Crop: A muscular pouch located on a bird’s neck. It is part  
of the esophagus and is used as a place to store food.
Dabbler: A member of a group of duck species that feed  
near the water’s surface (rather than diving).
Eyeline: A line of colour that passes through the eye area.
Flank: Underparts on either side of the belly.
Fledgling: A young bird in the process of leaving the nest  
and learning to fly (fledge).
Flock: A gathering of individual birds, foraging or traveling 
together. A flock that consists of more than one species is 
known as a ‘mixed’ flock.
Gorget: A patch of coloured feathers found on the throat or 
upper breast of some bird species. Male hummingbirds flare 
their gorgets to display them to females and rival males.

Bird terminology
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Juvenile: A young bird with a full set of flight feathers but  
who has not yet reached breeding age.
Molting: The process of shedding all or part of a bird’s 
feathers and replacing them with new growth.
Nape: The back of the neck.
Passerine: All birds in the Order Passeriformes; also called 
perching birds. These birds have feet adapted for perching  
on branches and stems. Nearly half of all bird species in the 
world are passerines.
Primaries: The flight feathers of the outer wing.
Raptor: All birds the orders Falconiformes and Strigiformes; 
also called birds of prey. Some raptors, like hawks and eagles 
are active during the day (diurnal), while others such as owls 
are active at night (nocturnal).
Rump: The lower back of a bird, above the tail.
Secondaries: The flight feathers of the inner wing.
Shorebird: Birds that live, feed, or nest near the shore. These 
birds often forage along the tideline, wading in the shallows.  
Includes plovers, snipes, sandpipers, and similar species.
Side: Underparts on either side of the breast.
Supercilium: Also known as the eyebrow stripe. A line running 
from the beak toward the back of the head, above the eye.
Torpor: A state of sleep in which the body temperature drops 
and metabolic processes slow down. Used by some birds, 
often at night, to conserve energy in cold weather.

Bird terminology continued



Backyard Birds of BC

•	 Cover / Photo credits
•	 About this guide / Bird 

activities for everyone
•	 Bird identification / 

Bird anatomy
•	 Birding best practices 

/ Beyond backyard 
habitat 

•	 Be birdfeeder friendly 
/ Types of birdfeeders

•	 Feather facts / Know 
your nests

•	 Anna’s Hummingbird
•	 Rufous Hummingbird
•	 Rock Pigeon
•	 Mourning Dove
•	 Downy Woodpecker
•	 Northern Flicker
•	 Steller’s Jay
•	 American Crow
•	 Tree Swallow
•	 Barn Swallow
•	 Black-capped 

Chickadee
•	 Chestnut-backed 

Chickadee
•	 Brown Creeper
•	 Bushtit
•	 Red-breasted Nuthatch

•	 Bewick’s Wren
•	 Ruby-crowned Kinglet
•	 Varied Thrush
•	 American Robin
•	 European Starling
•	 Cedar Waxwing
•	 House Sparrow
•	 House Finch
•	 Purple Finch
•	 American Goldfinch
•	 Pine Siskin
•	 Chipping Sparrow
•	 White-crowned 

Sparrow
•	 Golden-crowned 

Sparrow
•	 Song Sparrow
•	 Dark-eyed Junco
•	 Spotted Towhee
•	 Red-winged Blackbird
•	 (Audubon’s) Yellow-

rumped Warbler
•	 Yellow Warbler
•	 Barred Owl
•	 Cooper’s Hawk
•	 Terminology
•	 Card List / Back Cover

Card List

1cm

5

3

7

9

2

6

4

8

10



Backyard Birds of BC

year-round
summer

Cards are waterproof  
and washable!
recycle as paper


