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This “Birds of Two Worlds” educational talk was prepared by Dr. Bridget 
Stutchbury, a professor at York University, Toronto. Bridget completed her 
Ph.D. at Yale and was a postdoctoral fellow at the Smithsonian Institution. 
Since the 1980s, she has followed songbirds to their wintering grounds in Latin 
America and back to their breeding grounds in North America to understand 
their behavior, ecology and conservation. She is author of the book Silence of 
the Songbirds (2007) 

This talk is distributed by Birds and Beans Coffee (www.birdsandbeans.com) 
for use by naturalist and conservation groups.  For questions about content 
please contact Bridget Stutchbury (bstutch@yorku.ca) or Bill Wilson 
(bill@birdsandbeans.com).  Please note that we’ve included an FAQ section in 
the notes for the last slide, which reflect the most common questions posed 
during prior presentations. 

Photos of birds are by Lang Elliot, Marie Read, and R. Royse, unless otherwise 
indicated; do not use images for other purposes without obtaining permission 

Source: Stutchbury, B. 2007. Silence of the Songbirds. Walker & Co., New 
York. 
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Most of our songbirds are “birds of two worlds”.  The ringing, beautiful song 
of a male Wood Thrush in our eastern forests brings delight to our ears in 
spring and summer, and we can imagine his mate hidden somewhere in the 
shadows, sitting dutifully on her nest to keep her eggs warm.  

Our Wood Thrush disappear in late summer or early fall and we do not hear 
their chorus again for 6-7 months! From Oct-Mar, ‘our’ Wood Thrushes are in 
the tropical forests of Central America where their only job is to stay alive and 
stay healthy enough to return in spring to breed once again. 

The Wood Thrush, like many of our songbirds, spend more time in Central or 
South America than they do in the United States – so whose birds are they 
really?  

The map shows the breeding range of Wood Thrush in blue, and the winter 
range in orange.  The arrows show typical migration routes as discovered with 
tracking devices; Wood Thrush have a “loop” migration (east coast, Florida, 
Cuba in fall; Mississippi River valley in spring). 

Wood Thrush are just as much at home in a tropical rainforest in Nicaragua, 
living alongside spider monkeys, ocelots and toucans as they are flitting among 
the branches of our oaks and maples; after all, Wood Thrush spend over half 
their year in the tropics. 

Source: range map for Wood Thrush from the Birds of North America (R. R. 
Roth, M. S. Johnson, T. J. Underwood. Wood Thrush (Hylocichla mustelina), 
The Birds of North America (A. Poole, Ed.) Ithaca: Cornell Lab of Ornithology 
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The tragedy is that many of our songbirds have suffered steep declines in 
number in the past decades, putting dozens of migratory species at risk. 

This graphs shows results from the Breeding Bird Survey, a systematic survey 
of birds that takes place every summer as a continent-wide “health test” of the 
nation’s bird community. The BBS began in the late 1960s, initiated by the 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, in response to Rachel Carson’s famous book 
“Silent Spring” that alerted the world to the dangers of pesticides, like DDT, 
which caused the dramatic crash in birds-of-prey.  

The BBS involves thousands of volunteers across the country who survey 
specific 25-mile long routes, stopping every half mile to look & listen for birds 
for 3 minutes at each stop. If the species has declined in numbers, it is less 
likely to be detected and counted along BBS routes and we see a persistent 
decline over decades.  

The average number of Wood Thrush per BBS route, for example, has declined 
by 50% since the BBS began! 

Source: Sauer, J. R., J. E. Hines, and J. Fallon. 2005. The North American 
Breeding Bird Survey, Results and Analysis 1966-2005. Version 6.2.2006. U.S. 
G.S. Patuxent Wildlife Research Center, Laurel, Maryland. 
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Other forest songbirds have experienced a similar alarming decline – including 
the Olive-sided Flycatcher and Canada Warbler.  These birds breed in the 
northern coniferous forests of North America but, like the Wood Thrush, they 
depend on tropical forest for surviving the non-breeding winter season. Both 
these species migrate to South America 

The BBS data shown here are the average birds per BBS route across the entire 
breeding range.  
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Many other migratory forest birds are in decline in North America - what could 
be causing the steep decline in so many different kinds of Neotropical 
migratory songbirds? Loss of forest habitat is the biggest culprit 
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But which forest?  Breeding or wintering? 

In eastern North America, the amount of forest cover has increased since the 
1960s as farms have been abandoned and allowed to regenerate into forest.  If 
our forest birds have more, not less, breeding habitat then why have their 
populations been going down? 

In the tropics, it’s a different story altogether – logging of tropical forests is 
currently taking place at the highest rate since the Europeans first colonized the 
“New World” in the 1600s. 

Our migrants are especially vulnerable to tropical deforestation because most 
species have a tiny wintering range, compared to their breeding range. The 
entire breeding population of a species has to cram into a much smaller area to 
find food & survive the over-wintering season – heavy deforestation in one 
tropical country or region can affect the entire species. 

Source: range map for Wood Thrush from the Birds of North America (R. R. 
Roth, M. S. Johnson, T. J. Underwood. Wood Thrush (Hylocichla mustelina), 
The Birds of North America (A. Poole, Ed.) Ithaca: Cornell Lab of Ornithology 
(1996).  
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Some forest songbirds do use forest edges and, for some species, re-generating 
tropical forest or scrub – but few species can live in clear-cut areas. 

The maps on the right show an example of the sweeping deforestation in 
tropical regions.  The black shows the amount of rainforest present in 1967, 
then again in 1990, for a region near Veracruz, in southern Mexico.  In only 
two decades, the amount of rainforest was slashed by over 50%. 

This is the same period over which Wood Thrush populations have crashed.  
Less forest means fewer birds can find a safe place to spend the winter and 
survive until the next breeding season.  

Source of maps: Durand, L. and E. Lazos. 2004. Colonization and tropical 
deforestation in the Sierra Santa Marta, southern Mexico. Environmental 
Conservation 31: 11-21. 
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In the 1990s, Bridget Stutchbury did a study on tropical habitat loss and its 
effects on Hooded Warblers. First, she found that many birds in the Yucatan 
Peninsula of Mexico were “homeless” and did not own territory, and instead 
snuck onto other birds territories to grab a quick meal. Who were the losers?  
The youngest birds, who had just made their first fall migration trip and were 
looking for a winter territory.   

For American Redstarts in Jamaica there is also strong competition for 
resource-rich territories. Older males claim territories in mangrove forest while 
the young males and females are forced into dry scrub habitat. Peter Marra and 
his research team at the Smithsonian Institution have shown that redstarts who 
live in scrub habitat are in poor condition, leave later on spring migration, and 
arrive later on their breeding territories. 

These are just 2 examples of how shortage of tropical forest, and poor quality 
forest, affect the lives songbirds 

Sources:  

Marra, P. P., K. A. Hobson, and R. T. Holmes. 1998. Linking winter and 
summer events in a migratory bird by using stable-carbon isotopes. Science 
282: 1884-1886. 
Marra, P. P. and R. L. Holberton. 1998. Corticosterone levels as indicators of 
habitat quality: effects of habitat segregation in a migratory birds during the 
nonbreeding season. Oecologia 116: 284-292. 
Stutchbury, B. J. 1994. Competition for winter territories in a Neotropical 
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Which tropical forests do our migratory songbirds need the most?  What is the 
state of these forests?  We need answers to these questions to be able to protect 
our migratory songbirds and half the declines. 

In 2007 Stutchbury’s lab put small tracking devices called “geolocators” on 
Wood Thrushes breeding in northern Pennsylvania to track their migration and 
find out which forests in Central America are most important for Wood Thrush 
conservation 

The male in the photos is wearing his backpack – you can see the light stalk on 
his back.  The devices collect light data every few minutes, and when the bird 
returns the next year to the same breeding area (if it survives migration) the 
geolocator is retrieved and data are downloaded.  The sunrise/sunset times are 
converted in latitude and longitude. 

This male, one of the first songbirds in the world to be tracked on migration, 
spend 6 months on the north coast of Honduras 

Source: Stutchbury, B. J. M., S. A. Tarof, T. Done, E. Gow, P. M. Kramer, J. 
Tautin, J. W. Fox, and V. Afanasyev.  2009. Tracking long-distance songbird 
migration using geolocators. Science 323: 896. 
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In spring, the male makes a ‘loop’ migration and returns north on a more 
westward route, crossing the Gulf of Mexico.  Note how fast he goes – his 
spring migration took less than 2 weeks!  His overall pace was an impressive 
175 miles per night (they are noctural migrants) or 280km/night.  In practice, 
Wood Thrush do not fly every single night – they stop for 1-4 days along the 
way to refuel for the next leg of the trip. 

We have since tracked Wood Thrushes from across their breeding range to map 
out where different breeding populations spend the winter. 
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Most Wood Thrushes from central and north-eastern populations migrate to 
eastern Central America: e Honduras, e Nicaragua, and Costa Rica while most 
Wood Thrushes from the south-eastern and mid-western U.S. migrate to the 
Yucatan, Guatemala and Belize. 

The upper figure shows the BBS declines in different breeding regions; Wood 
Thrush are declining throughout most of their range (yellow, orange, red 
shading). 

The lower figure shows the extent of forest loss (2000-2005) in the 2 core 
wintering regions.  Eastern Nicaragua and northern Guatemala are global 
deforestation ‘hotspots’ (yellow, orange and red shading); high deforestation 
has continued since 2005. 

We estimate that just over half of all Wood Thrushes in North America rely on 
the forests in eastern Central America. According to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization 2011 State of the World’s Forests report, since 1990 Honduras 
has lost 27 percent of its forest to agriculture, and Nicaragua 31 percent. 

How can you help Wood Thrushes and all our other forest songbirds?  The 
answer is in your coffee cup! 

Source: Stanley, C. Q., E. A. McKinnon, K. C. Fraser, M. P. MacPherson, G. 
Casbourn, L. Friesen, P. P. Marra, C.Studds, T. B. Ryder,  N. Diggs and B. J. 
M. Stutchbury. 2014. Connecting breeding, wintering, and migration sites by 
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“Bird Friendly” certified shade coffee farms have extensive understory and 
canopy cover from a wide diversity of tropical trees – providing a surrogate 
home for orchids, butterflies, birds, and other wildlife.  

Shade coffee farms provide a refuge for forest plants & animals when much of 
the surrounding landscape is totally cleared for other crops.   
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But even shade coffee farms have not escaped deforestation – since the early 
1970s the coffee industry has shifted from the “traditional” shade coffee farm 
to “sun” grown coffee. 

Sun grown coffee is a different species of coffee altogether (usually “robusta”) 
that is hardier, grows well in the sun, and can be harvested only 3-4 years after 
planting. It can be planted at over 3x the density of traditional “arabica” shade 
coffee so is used for mass production of coffee on an industrial scale (e.g. 
instant coffee, mass-produced supermarket coffee). 

Sun coffee is not a self-sufficient ecosystem – it can only be grown with large 
amounts of fertilizer, fungicides, herbicides and pesticides. There are no trees 
to shade the coffee plants and soil from the downpours of tropical rains; soil 
erosion and leaching is a big problem in sun coffee farms. 

Sun coffee is more bitter, and contains more caffeine, than traditional shade-
grown coffee – so coffee drinkers prefer the taste of shade grown coffee 

Source of Images: Moguel, P. and V. M. Toledo. 1999. Biodiversity 
conservation in traditional coffee systems of Mexico. Conservation Biology 
13: 11-21. 
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Sun coffee farms look similar to a corn field – rows of monoculture combined 
with intensive use of chemicals.   It is a classic example of “unsustainable” 
agriculture – and has put many small coffee farmers out of business.  Sun 
coffee requires an up-front cost of chemicals – but if coffee prices take a 
downturn before harvesting a year or two later the small farmer may go 
bankrupt and have to sell his farm. 

Shade coffee farms are under siege; shade coffee farmers need help from 
coffee drinkers to stay in business and keep their family farms and forested 
plantations. 
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Coffee drinkers, once they know about shade vs sun coffee, are often eager to 
buy shade grown coffee to support traditional coffee farms, help birds, and get 
the best cup of coffee.  Shade coffee tastes delicious! 

How do you know what’s in your coffee cup?  Just like organically grown 
produce, or the Fair Trade label, consumers need a reliable certification system 
to guarantee that their coffee is truly shade grown. 
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The Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center certifies “Bird Friendly” coffee – this 
is the gold standard for shade coffee.   

The Bird Friendly certification guarantees that 100% of the coffee comes from 
a heavily shaded coffee plantation with a high diversity of trees and a dense 
understory – like a real forest.  By definition, the coffee is also certified by the 
USDA as organically grown. 

No other certification has these high standards – to do the most good with your 
cup of coffee you should look for the “Bird Friendly” logo 
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Why is it so important to look for the “Bird Friendly” logo?  After all, many 
coffee drinkers are already buying organic or fair trade coffee thinking its 
shade grown….. or they are buying coffee with colorful birds or tropical frogs 
on a label that says the coffee is grown sustainably and in the shade.  

“Shade” is a vague term though – after all, a handful of trees can provide some 
shade. Consumers run the risk of paying extra to buy coffee that is labeled as 
“shade” grown when, in fact, it may have come from a coffee plantation with 
very little shade. How can the consumer know for sure that the coffee was 
grown in a forest?  

Some coffee labeled as “shade grown” has < 50% of its coffee beans coming 
from certified farms.  We wouldn’t settle for this with organically grown food – 
(ie that only half the food is organic) …. so why should we buy this kind of 
‘shade’ coffee? 

In terms of biodiversity, the best habitat is in heavily shaded coffee plantations 
that resembles real forest. This is why the Smithsonian “Bird Friendly” 
certification sets such a high standard compared with other certification 
systems, and requires that 100% of the coffee comes from certified farms. 
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Many of our migratory songbirds can live and thrive in true shade coffee 
farms. They don’t eat the coffee berries (left image), but instead are attracted 
by the forest that shades the coffee…. where birds eat insects, fruit from 
tropical trees and shrubs, and even drink nectar from flowers. 

Fun fact:  the seeds of the coffee fruit are loaded with caffeine to prevent seed 
predation by mammals – a chemical deterrent.  For humans, it doesn’t work!  

Buying true “shade grown” coffee is a simple, but very effective, way to 
provide habitat for our migratory songbirds while they are thousands of miles 
away on their wintering grounds. 
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Many scientific studies have shown the benefits of shade grown coffee farms 
for migratory birds and other wildlife (image on right shows a coffee plant, 
with red berries, within a shaded coffee plantation) 

For instance, a study in Mexico found that the number of migratory bird 
species in a heavily shaded coffee plantation (30-35 species) was almost as a 
high as a real rainforest (35-40 species). 

In contrast, sun coffee plantations were used by < 5 migratory bird species – 
confirming that sun coffee does not provide good habitat for birds. 

Source: Tejeda-Cruz, C. and W. J. Sutherland. 2004. Bird responses to shade 
coffee production. Animal Conservation 7: 169-179. 
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Not only is bird species diversity higher in heavily shaded coffee farms, but the 
abundance of individual species of migratory songbirds is also higher when 
there is more shade in coffee farms 

Source: Greenberg, R., P. Bichier, and J. Sterling. 1997. Bird Populations in 
Rustic and Planted Shade Coffee Plantations of 
Eastern Chiapas, Mexico. Biotropica 29: 501-514. 



The huge benefits of shade coffee to birds can be seen in an ‘experiment’ when 
a shade coffee farmer decided to cut down the trees on half of his farm.  
Scientists surveyed for birds in the still-forested parts of the farm (Shade-
Uncut) vs the areas where the trees has been recently cut.  Both abundance and 
species diversity were far lower in the deforested parts of the farm. 

Sources: S. M. Philpott and P. Bichier 2012. Effects of shade tree removal on 
birds in coffee agroecosystems in Chiapas, 
Mexico. Agriculture, Ecosystems and Environment 149: 171– 180 
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Even the butterflies in coffee plantations show much higher biodiversity in 
coffee farms with heavy shade (ie would qualify for the “Bird Friendly” 
Smithsonian certification) compared with partial shade coffee farms.  

Source: Mas, A. H. and T. V. Dietsch. 2004. Linking shade coffee certification 
to biodiversity conservation: butterflies and birds in Chiapas, Mexico. 
Ecological Applications 14: 642-654. 
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Smithsonian Bird Friendly® coffee, which is the gold standard for 
sustainability (high habitat standards, organic, Fair Trade), is less than 0.5 
percent of the North American coffee market of 330 million cups of coffee per 
day but even so, is helping to protect 30,000 acres of forest-like habitat in 
Central America. 

Roughly 40 percent of coffee lands in Central America would qualify for Bird 
Friendly® certification but farmers need our help and our business. Increasing 
the portion of Bird Friendly® coffee, even to just two percent of the market 
would protect another 360,000 acres of forested farms and save habitat for our 
migratory songbirds and other wildlife. 
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Coffee drinkers can clearly do the most good by buying coffee that is “Bird 
Friendly”, Fair Traded, and Organic. 

The “Bird Friendly” certification of the Smithsonian has been available for 
over 10 years, but it is very hard to find in stores in most parts of the U.S.  
And, most people do not realize that the label “shade coffee” does always 
mean the coffee is grown in a forest-like environment. 

We need to enlist the commitment and help of the millions of coffee drinkers in 
North America who care about nature to think about where their coffee comes 
from, and be conscientious consumers. 
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“Bird Friendly” certified coffee can be hard to find in some regions – you can check the Smithsonian Migratory Bird 
Center web site to find a supplier near you. 

A coalition of bird experts, nature and conservation groups, and the company “Birds and Beans” is working together to 
teach people the benefits and importance of the “Bird Friendly” certification – songbirds are in such steep decline that 
it is urgent to get the word out!   

Birds & Beans partners with nature and conservation groups to promote and supply coffee that is certified  “Bird 
Friendly”, USDA Organic, and Fair Trade – the triple gold standard! Birds benefit through tropical habitat 
conservation, coffee farmers benefit through a larger demand for shade coffee, and nature/conservation groups benefit 
through a share of the profits 

--------------- 
FAQ: Below we have tried to anticipate questions that may be asked of the presenter:  

Q: Are there enough shade coffee farms to supply us with “Bird Friendly” coffee on a large scale? 

At the moment there are thousands of small shade coffee farms in Latin America that would be eligible for “Bird 
Friendly” certification – by increasing the demand for shade coffee we provide these farmers with an incentive to 
become certified and to protect their valuable farms & habitat. 

When “bird friendly” coffee becomes in high demand – the large coffee companies will take note and get on board too.  
Birds & Beans is meant to be a catalyst that prompts the really big companies to begin strategic long-term reclamation 
of coffee farms so that tropical habitat can be restored on a very large scale.  
------ 
Q: Are the songbird declines caused by the switch from shade to sun coffee? 

The cause of the declines varies among species – but in most cases is driven by habitat loss on the breeding and/or 
wintering grounds. Tropical deforestation is driven by agricultural production – which includes cattle ranching, 
growing produce for local consumption and export (coffee, bananas, & other fruits and vegetables), and growing crops 
for the bio-diesel industry. 

Songbirds are also threatened by loss of native grasslands, pesticide use, loss of habitat at stopover sites used during 
migration, and collisions with artificially lighted structures during migration (e.g. t.v. towers, skyscrapers). 
---------- 
Q: Will buying shade coffee halt, or reverse, the songbird declines? 

Buying “bird friendly” shade coffee provides much-needed habitat for songbirds to survive the winter, and to be in 
good condition for spring migration.  For many species, loss of tropical forest is the #1 reason for their decline, so 
restoring tropical forest habitat on a large scale can only help the species.   

Buying shade coffee should go hand-in-hand with other conservation efforts on both the breeding and wintering 
grounds – e.g. protecting critical breeding and stopover habitat, public outreach and education, working to change 
government policy.  Birds & Beans is partnering with organizations that carry out these activities. 
-------------------------- 


