






























































































































































ROCKY MOUNTAIN HIGH—BILL PALMER,

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR ROCKY MOUNTAIN BIRD
OBSERVATORY

I[t has been a year since I left Missouri and took the po-
sition as the Executive Director of the Rocky Moun-
tain Bird Observatory. I thought that sharing my im-
pressions of the Observatory and the work we do might
be interesting.

First, I am amazed at the size and diversity of the
Observatory. We are currently conducting projects in the
13 western states and Mexico (alas, nothing in Missouri).
We currently employ 25 full-time professional biologists,
about 60 seasonal biologists, and work with some 200
volunteers. We are managing about 100 contracts and
agreements and our budget has grown to $1.7 million
this year. We have offices in Brighton (near Denver),
Fort Collins, and Grand Junction, Colorado, and an office
in Alliance, Nebraska. We will likely open satellite of-
fices in Wyoming, New Mexico, and Texas in the coming
years.

Our mission is to conserve the birds and their habi-
tats in the Rocky Mountains and Great Plains states. We
have reorganized into four divisions (Monitoring, Re-
search, Education, and Outreach) to fulfill this mission.

Most of the money (86%) for the organization comes
from state and federal contracts and agreements and
most of that money (46%) comes from the Colorado Divi-
sion of Wildlife, a part of the Colorado Department of
Natural Resources. Other monies come from member-
ship, foundations, and charitable organizations.

Each of the four divisions has nationally recognized
programs and I want to share a few of those programs.
The Monitoring Division is the largest group at RMBO.
One of the projects is Monitoring Colorado Birds. This
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project has been going on for eight years and is intended
to monitor those species of birds that game laws or en-
dangered species status does not cover. We designed the
project to detect a 3% decrease in bird populations over a
ten year period. The project is funded by a consortium
consisting of the Colorado Division of Wildlife, the Na-
tional Park Service, the Bureau of Land Management,
and the National Forest Service. By leveraging the fund-
ing we have monitored bird populations for the entire
state of Colorado. No other state, and probably no other
political unit in the world, has this kind of rigorous sci-
entific data from which to manage bird populations. In-
terestingly, due to the nature and quirks of statistical
analysis, some of these bird populations will need to be
monitored for as long as 30 years to scientifically detect a
trend in the overall populations (free advice to students:
take more statistics). There are special programs to
monitor secretive marsh birds, colonial nesters, and se-
lect species such as Black Swift and Barrow’s Goldeneye.

We are also monitoring birds in the Black Hills, the
entire state of Wyoming, and selected areas in most of
the other states in our working region. One project, our
Short Grass Prairie Monitoring project, covers most of
Bird Conservation Region (BCR) 18-the Short-Grass
Prairie which stretches from Nebraska to Texas. The
area not covered is the panhandle of Texas and we hope
to enter into an agreement with Texas to add that state’s
short grass prairie within a year. When that happens,
RMBO will have a database on bird populations for an
entire BCR region. Nothing like this exists at this scale
anywhere. This shows one of the advantages of a Non--
Governmental Organization such as ours we can work
across political boundaries to achieve greater knowledge
than any one state or governmental agency can ever
hope to achieve.

To get an idea of the scope of our monitoring projects,
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we recently compiled some statistics and discovered that
we completed more than 20,000 point counts in 2003 ( a
point count is one biologist at one point counting the
birds at that point).

The Outreach Division has been recognized for its
work with private landowners. The highest profile work
we do is with Mountain Plover. We actually work with
land owners to help them recognize Mountain Plover and
manage their lands for the benefit of plovers. We conduct
workshops for land owners, provide books, video and
CDS about Mountain Plovers, and operate a toll-free
number that landowners can call if they think they have
a Mountain Plover on their property. We will even go to
the ranch and confirm there are plovers and if they are
there and on the nest, we will mark the nest with a flag
so the ranchers do not disturb the nest with farm equip-
ment. We combine our plover conservation work with
sustainable agriculture and help farmers develop entre-
preneurial efforts such as bed and breakfasts or bird--
watching tours. Personally, what 1 have found of most
interest in this effort is the farmer’s and rancher’s will-
ingness to work with us on conservation efforts. No ques-
tion there is a greater willingness to work with a not--
for-profit NGO than with state or federal government
agents.

Working with students to increase awareness about
birds and bird conservation is the goal of our Education
Division. One of the more interesting projects is the
Birds Beyond Borders program where students in the
United States share information with students in Mex-
ico. Entire classrooms become involved and teachers and
students become pen-pals, each discovering that to truly
conserve birds we must all look beyond the political bor-
ders of our home country. We also take students to our
banding stations where they learn about scientific re-
search. After the biologist catches a bird in the mist net,
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they tell the students about the bird and a band is placed
on the bird’s leg. At this point the students get to hold
the bird in their hand and release the bird back to the
wild. This is one of the most magical moments I have
ever witnessed. I have seen students become so enthusi-
astic that they quivered with excitement as the bird flew
away.

Our Research Division is small but growing. We are
working to evaluate the effectiveness of private wetlands
restoration and the importance of playa lakes. We have
been nationally recognized for developing protocols that
measure how well restored wetlands are functioning.
Our work is being looked at by congress as it evaluates
how it has spent money for conservation programs in the
past and if those programs should receive continued
funding in the future.

Perhaps, I think, the greatest strength of RMBO is
this combination of four elements; monitoring, research,
outreach, and education to deliver a synergy that is
greater than the individual sum of the elements. Other
observatories may have stronger research, member trips,
education, or banding components, but RMBO is the only
observatory that combines and integrates all four.

Here is an example. Our MONITORING division’s
efforts may detect a decreasing trend in a particular spe-
cies’ population, our RESEARCH division conducts re-
search to determine the cause, and our OUTREACH and
EDUCATION divisions work to help correct the problem.
It goes full-circle when the MONITORING division can
confirm that a declining trend has been reversed.

We are not without our problems. There are always
cash-flow problems, difficulties in meeting deadlines, a
lack of time to research unanswered questions, negotiat-
ing contracts, hiring qualified staff for the field season,
writing and getting peer-review for final reports, main-
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taining rigorous scientific quality control, and on and on.
One thing is not a problem though and that is the skill,
knowledge, and dedication of the staff. Adding to that is
the dedication of our Board of Directors, members, state
and federal agencies and their personnel. I am truly for-
tunate to work with such a group of people all dedicated
to conserving birds and their habitats. For me, it has
been a one-year Rocky Mountain High.

To recap in a nutshell: RMBO is a not-for-profit or-
ganization that spends almost $2 million per year to con-
serve birds and bird habitat in the west. The vast major-
ity of our work is for those species not considered to be
game, endangered, or threatened. State and federal con-
servation and land management agencies fund a major-
ity of our efforts and use our work to develop State Wild-
life Plans and Management Plans for entire national for-
ests, parks, or other federal lands. Much of this work is
required by law for example-National Forests use indica-
tor species, including birds, to determine the overall
management of the forest.

So I close and leave you with one challenging ques-
tion that has been on my mind since taking this position:
Is this type of work needed in Missouri and could the
Audubon Society of Missouri develop into an organiza-
tion that does the same kinds of work in Missouri that
RMBO is conducting in the Rockies and Great Plains?

If you have thoughts about the article or are headed
this way in the future don’t hesitate to get in touch
(william.palmer@rmbo.org). Our web site is
www.rmbo.org.
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A GUIDE TO BIRDING IN MISSOURI

For ONE copy, $15.00 U.S. (including shipping and han-
dling). For TWO or MORE copies, $10.00 U.S. each
(including shipping and handling).

Name:

Address:

City:

State / Zip:

1_ copy @ $15.00 U.S.

copies @ $10.00 U.S. each for a total of $

Make checks payable to: The Audubon Society of Missouri.
Send orders to: Barb Duncan, 1918 London Way, Jefferson City,
MO 65109

2003 MI1SSOURI CHECKLIST
The 2003 edition of the checklist is for sale by the ASM
in handy field-card format. Taxonomy and nomencla-
ture follow the AOU Check-list of North American Birds
(1998) and subsequent supplements (2000, 2002, and
2003).

Your Name:

Your Address:

City / State / Zip:
Check the appropriate line below:

_____Set of 10 Checklists $5.00 (Includes Shipping)
_____ Set of 20 Checklists $10.00 (Includes Shipping)

Send checks (payable to Audubon Society of Missouri) to:
The Audubon Society of Missouri, 2101 W. Broadway, #122,

Columbia, MO 65203-1261
e ——————————————————————————————————
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JOIN JOIN JOIN JOIN JjOIN JOIN
The Audubon Society of Missouri
Membership Brings You
The Bluebird—quarterly magazine of the ASM
Birding Fellowship
Spring and Fall Birding Weekends

Organized Input into Conservation Issues

Birding Education
Application for ASM Membership
Name:
Address:
City / State / Zip:
Phone, Home: Work:

Email Address:

Please CIRCLE the information you do NOT want included in The ASM Membership
Directory.

**Indicate whether this is a NEW membership or a RENEWAL**

New Renewal

**Please check the Membership Category that applies**

Individual—$15.00 Contributing—3$35.00
Family—$20.00 Benefactor—$100.00
Student—$12.00 Life—$250.00

Send checks (payable to Audubon Society of Missouri) to:

The Audubon Society of Missouri, 2101 W. Broadway, #122,
Columbia, MO 65203-1261
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