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A Half-Century of Winter Bird 
Surveys at Lincoln and 
Scottsbluff, Nebraska∗

 

 
 

Paul A. Johnsgard 
School of Biological Sciences 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
 
Since 1900, the National Audubon Society has sponsored 
annual "Christmas bird counts" during the two-week period 
encompassing Christmas; and as a result, long-term data on 
winter bird populations have accumulated, especially for some 
locations. The first two such counts in Nebraska were made in 
1909 and in 1912 in Lincoln. While similar counts were made 
in Omaha from 1909 to 1911 , no further counts were con-
ducted elsewhere in the state until the 1940's. Beginning in 
1947 and continuing to the present, an unbroken series of 
counts were made in Lincoln, usually by members of the Uni-
versity Place Bird Club, the Audubon Naturalist's Club, or the 
Wachiska chapter of the National Audubon Society. Omaha 
counts were re-initiated in 1944 and, except for a gap from 
1955-1961, have also continued to the present. The only other 
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long-term series of counts comes from Scottsbluff where an 
unbroken set of counts extends from 1949 to the present. 

Few efforts have been made to summarize this great mass 
of potentially valuable information. In 1945, Leonard Wing 
offered a nation-wide summary of results for the first forty 
years of counts. Based on numbers of birds reported relative to 
observation time, his research indicated that the most common 
species nationally were the Red-winged Blackbird, American 
Crow, Common Grackle, Dark-eyed Junco, American Robin, 
American Tree Sparrow, European Starling, House Sparrow, 
Greater and Lesser Scaups, and Mallard. Based on the fre-
quency of their occurrence in the total census sample for Lin-
coln, the most consistently reported species were the Downy 
Woodpecker, Song Sparrow, American Crow, Hairy Wood-
pecker, Dark-eyed Junco, White-breasted Nuthatch, Black-
capped Chickadee, Blue Jay, American Tree Sparrow, and 
Golden-crowned Kinglet. Another nation-wide summary was 
made by Terry Root (1988), who analyzed data for the period 
1963-72, and produced computer-generated maps showing 
the North American winter distributions of 253 species. 

Because of the potential value of these counts in tracking 
Nebraska bird populations, I decided to analyze the data for 
the Lincoln and Scottsbluff areas. Early Christmas bird counts 
were generally not very thorough, and typically involved a few 
hours of effort by one or two people. Thus, the Lincoln counts 
for 1909 and 1911 were included in my analysis for their his-
toric interest only. By the time the counts in Lincoln were re-
initiated in the 1940'5, strict guidelines had been established. 
Among these rules was the restriction in count area to a 15-
mile diameter circle around a fixed point, which in Lincoln was 
initially established at the corner of A and 14th streets. In 
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1971, the count center was moved west about three miles to 
the corner of West Coddington Avenue and A Street, probably 
to bring recently formed reservoirs such as Pawnee Lake and 
Conestoga Lake into the census area. Additionally, records on 
total "party hours" and total "party miles" had to be reported to 
adjust for the progressively increasing numbers of persons 
involved and the similarly increasing amount of travel by auto-
mobile. Similarly, the Scottsbluff counts were initially not very 
restricted in coverage. These counts included Lake Alice and 
Lake Minatare, which often support vast numbers of early win-
ter Mallards. Later counts were centered in eastern Scottsbluff, 
and still later ones (beginning in 1988) were centered at Scotts 
Bluff National Monument, which would probably favor conifer-
adapted species. 

Although I initially intended to analyze only the Lincoln-
area data, I soon realized that several interesting comparisons 
might be made if date from Scottsbluff were also included. 
Scottsbluff is 400 miles west of Lincoln, some 3,000 feet 
higher in elevation, and its native woodland vegetation is 
mainly influenced by the western coniferous forest rather than 
the eastern deciduous forest. Its winter average temperatures 
average about the same as Lincoln's, but its frost-free period 
averages about 40 days shorter. 

Since 52 years of data were available from Lincoln starting 
in 1946, I decided to group results into 17 sets of years. These 
triads were in turn grouped in one ten-year period (1946 to 
1955), four nine-year periods (1956-1991), plus a recent six-
year period from 1991 to 1997. In Scottsbluff, the 48 years of 
data available to me were similarly divided into five nine-year 
periods beginning in 1949, plus a three-year period including 
1994 through 1996. During that total period some changes in 
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species-Ievel taxonomy have occurred. For example, the 
rufous-sided towhee has been "split" into two species, so 
records of these have been grouped simply as "towhee sp." The 
various forms of flickers, juncos, and other racial variants have 
been lumped as well. Furthermore, records of meadowlarks 
during winter in eastern Nebraska certainly include both east-
ern and western forms (but probably mostly westerns); these 
two nearly inseparable species have likewise been grouped 
together as "meadowlarks sp." for Lincoln-area counts; but the 
Scottsbluff counts are presumed to be entirely comprised of 
Western Meadowlarks. A few sightings of inadequately identi-
fied birds such as "falcon sp.," "duck sp.," and the like have 
been ignored. Rock Doves were evidently not included in the 
Christmas count summaries until the 1970's, but were present 
and fairly common in Lincoln when I arrived in 1961, and 
probably also then occurred in Scottsbluff. 

Table 1 presents a listing of species ranked according to 
their relative consistency of occurrence in the Lincoln area over 
the entire 54-year period. Within each grouping the species are 
organized by diminishing occurrence; thus in the last group-
ing, the 17 species listed from American Bittern to Pine Gros-
beak have been reported only once, whereas the Black-capped 
Chickadee, American Tree Sparrow, and Dark-eyed Junco are 
the only species that were observed on every year's count. 
Compared with Leonard Wing's list of highly-consistent spe-
cies, those in both lists are the three just mentioned ones plus 
the Blue Jay, American Crow, Hairy Woodpecker, and Song 
Sparrow. Table 2 provides a similar listing for Scottsbluff, and 
the same table provides come comparative information for the 
two locations. 
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Tables 4 and 5 list all those species that were observed 
during at least five Lincoln and Scottsbluff counts respectively, 
and indicates the total number of individuals reported during 
each multi-year interval. To provide a basis for making 
between-year comparisons, the total average numbers of party 
hours and party miles for each of these intervals are also pro-
vided. Although it might seem logical that more consistency 
might occur when comparing party-hours than party-miles, a 
surprisingly low range of variation occurred with the latter 
comparison in both localities, suggesting that it might be the 
better normalizing statistic. 

Although the cumulative numerical totals for the European 
Starling are shown for the Lincoln counts, the great year-to-
year variation in their abundance (owing to the occasional 
presence of massive winter roosts during some counts) made it 
impractical to include these numbers without greatly affecting 
the relative numerical composition of all the other species. The 
same was true for the Mallard data from Scottsbluff. 

Migrant birds other than Starlings that exhibited substan-
tial year-to-year variability in winter abundance in the Lincoln 
area were the Horned Lark and the Lapland Longspur, both of 
which are known to be quite unpredictably common, depend-
ing on snow cover in the Great Plains. In Scottsbluff, there were 
similar large temporal variations in species such as the Pinyon 
Jay, Bohemian Waxwings, and the Western Meadowlark. 

Species that remained consistently abundant in the Lincoln 
area throughout most or all of the entire period include the 
Red-tailed Hawk, Ring-necked Pheasant, Mourning Dove, Great 
Horned Owl, most woodpeckers, Blue Jay, American Crow, 
Black-capped Chickadee, White-breasted Nuthatch, Golden-
crowned Kinglet, Cedar Waxwing, European Starling, Northern 
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Cardinal, American Tree Sparrow, Song Sparrow, Harris' Spar-
row, Dark-eyed Junco, the Meadowlarks, American Goldfinch, 
and House Sparrow. These species mostly comprise Lincoln's 
basic early winter avifauna, although the Cedar Waxwing is 
likely to disappear during very cold periods. The species that 
have been consistently abundant in the Scottsbluff area include 
many of these same species, but excludes the Mourning Dove, 
Red-headed and Red-bellied Woodpeckers, Cedar Waxwing, 
and the Harris' Sparrow. The Black-billed Magpie and the Red-
winged Blackbird, however, have been consistently abundant 
there. 

Most of the strongly increasing species in the Lincoln area, 
including geese, ducks, gulls, and other water-related birds 
such as the Red-winged Blackbirds, reflect the increased 
amounts of surface water now present. European Starlings, 
Common Grackles, and Brown-headed Cowbirds, which mainly 
comprise the great flocks of migrating "blackbirds" that now 
annually descend on Lincoln, have learned to exploit the 
nearby grainfields and the relative warmth and safety of the 
city during winter months. American Crows have also increas-
ingly adapted to city life. The recent explosion of House 
Finches in Lincoln illustrates the westward expansion of the 
species from the Atlantic Coast since the 1940's. This species 
and other seed-eaters such as Northern Cardinals have also no 
doubt benefitted from the great increase in bird-feeding 
activities by Lincolnites. 

In Scottsbluff, some similar increasing trends have 
occurred, such as with the Canada Goose, American Wigeon, 
Wild Turkey, Blue Jay, American Crow, and House Finch. The 
Wild Turkey and Canada Goose have greatly benefitted by the 
Game and Parks Commission's introduction efforts, and the 
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Blue Jay and House Finch probably have gained in numbers 
through bird-feeding activities, as they have in Lincoln. 

Species that have declined in the Lincoln area over the 
entire period include the Short-eared Owl, Tufted Titmouse, 
and perhaps the Red Crossbill and Evening Grosbeak. Short-
eared Owls have declined nationally during the period between 
1966 and 1993, whereas Tufted Titmice have increased (Price 
et al., 1995). Reduced numbers of crossbills and grosbeaks 
may reflect the ameliorating winters of recent decades. 

Fewer species seem to have declined in the Scottsbluff 
area, but they certainly include the Northern Bobwhite, and 
possibly also the Brown Creeper and House Sparrow. The sam-
ple size of the Brown Creeper may also be too small to be sig-
nificant, and the apparent House Sparrow variations are 
unconvincing. Nationally, House Sparrow populations declined 
considerably between 1966 and 1993, but Brown Creeper 
trends are unclear (Price et al., 1995). The Northern Bobwhite is 
near the western edge of its native range in western Nebraska 
and might thus be subject to irregular population changes. It 
too has declined nationally since 1966. 
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Table 1 
Relative Species Occurrence During Entire 53-Year Count 

Period ( 1909-1997) at Lincoln, Nebraska∗* 

Recorded 50 or More Years: American Tree Sparrow, Dark-eyed 
Junco, Blue Jay, American Crow, Common Flicker, Hairy 
Woodpecker, Downy Woodpecker, European Starling, 
Northern Cardinal, Song Sparrow, House Sparrow, American 
Goldfinch, Harris' Sparrow. 

Recorded 41-50 Years: White-breasted Nuthatch, Red-tailed 
Hawk, Red-bellied Woodpecker, Great Horned Owl, Ring-
necked Pheasant, American Kestrel, Mallard, Meadowlark 
spp., Northern Harrier, Mourning Dove. 

Recorded 31-40 Years: Pine Siskin, Horned Lark, Cedar 
Waxwing, Belted Kingfisher, Purple Finch, Long-eared Owl, 
Common Grackle. 

Recorded 21-30 Years: White-throated Sparrow, Towhee spp., 
Loggerhead Shrike, Rock Dove, White-crowned Sparrow, 
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, Brown-headed Cowbird, Barred 
Owl. 

Recorded 11-20 Years: Brown Thrasher, Tufted Titmouse, 
Cooper's Hawk, Red-headed Woodpecker, Brewer's Black-
bird, Common Merganser, Common Snipe, Great Blue 
Heron, Winter Wren, Carolina Wren, Lapland Longspur, 
Short-eared Owl, Northern Shrike, Canada Goose, Swamp 
Sparrow, Rusty Blackbird, Townsend's Solitaire, Brown 
Thrasher, House Finch, Herring Gull. 

                                                 
∗Arranged within groups in sequence of descending frequency. 
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Recorded 5-10 Years: Eastern Bluebird, Field Sparrow, 
Common Goldeneye, Red Crossbill, Ruby-crowned Kinglet, 
Evening Grosbeak, Wood Duck, Peregrine Falcon, Bohemian 
Waxwing, Black-billed Magpie, Lincoln's Sparrow, Northern 
Pintail, Lesser Scaup, American Coot. 

Recorded Fewer Than 5 Years: Double-crested Cormorant, 
American Wigeon, Bufflehead, Northern Sawwhet Owl, 
Smith's Longspur, Greater White-fronted Goose, Wild 
Turkey, Northern Mockingbird, Fox Sparrow, Green-winged 
Teal, Redhead, Ring-necked Duck, Hooded Merganser, 
Ruddy Duck, Northern Goshawk, Yellow-rumped Warbler, 
Snow Bunting, White-winged Crossbill, American Bittern, 
Blue-winged Teal, Northern Shoveler, Canvasback, Osprey, 
Swainson's Hawk, Ferruginous Hawk, Parasitic Jaeger, 
Common Barn-owl, pygmy Nuthatch, Orange-crowned 
Warbler, Black-headed Grosbeak, Dickcissel, Chipping 
Sparrow, Savannah Sparrow, Great-tailed Grackle, Pine 
Grosbeak 

 
Table 2 

Relative Frequency of Species, 1949-1996,  
Scottsbluff CBC 

Observed 41 to 48 Years: Mallard, Northern Harrier, American 
Kestrel, Ring-necked Pheasant, Belted Kingfisher, Downy 
Woodpecker, Northern Flicker, Horned Lark, Blue Jay, Black-
billed Magpie, American Crow, Black-capped Chickadee, 
American Robin, Townsend's Solitaire, European Starling, 
American Tree Sparrow, Dark-eyed Junco, Red-winged 
Blackbird, Western Meadowlark, American Goldfinch, House 
Sparrow. 
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Observed 31-40 Years:  Canada Goose, Red-tailed Hawk, 
Rough-legged Hawk, Great Horned Owl, Hairy Woodpecker, 
Northern Shrike, White-crowned Sparrow, House Finch, Pine 
Siskin. 

Observed 21-30 Years:  Northern Pintail, American Wigeon, 
Common Goldeneye, Common Merganser, Bald Eagle, 
Merlin, Northern Bobwhite, Killdeer, Common Snipe, Rock 
Dove, Red-breasted Nuthatch, Song Sparrow. 

Observed 11-20 Years: Great Blue Heron, Green-winged Teal, 
Golden Eagle, Prairie Falcon, Wild Turkey, Mourning Dove, 
Pinyon Jay, Brown Creeper, Golden-crowned Kinglet, Harris' 
Sparrow, Evening Grosbeak. 

Observed 5-10 Years:  Snow Goose, Blue-winged Teal, Sharp-
shinned Hawk, Swainson's Hawk, Ferruginous Hawk, Sharp-
tailed Grouse, Eastern Screech Owl, Mountain Chickadee, 
Bohemian Waxwing, Cedar Waxwing, Brewer's Blackbird, 
Common Grackle, Common Redpoll. 

Observed Fewer Than 5 Years:  Western Grebe, Mute Swan, 
Black Duck, Gadwall, Cinnamon Teal, Northern Shoveler, 
European Wigeon, Canvasback, Ring-necked Duck, Lesser 
Scaup, Bufflehead, Turkey Vulture, Cooper's Hawk, Peregrine 
Falcon, Sharp-tailed Grouse, Chukar, Ring-billed Gull, 
Franklin's Gull, Herring Gull, American Coot, Sandhill Crane, 
Long-eared Owl, Red-headed Woodpecker, Lewis' Wood-
pecker, Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, Gray Jay, Steller's Jay, 
Tufted Titmouse, Pygmy Nuthatch, Loggerhead Shrike, 
Marsh Wren, Water Pipit, Northern Mockingbird, Orange-
crowned Warbler, Yellow-rumped Warbler, Vesper Sparrow, 
Chipping Sparrow, Swamp Sparrow, Lark Sparrow, Savannah 
Sparrow, Field Sparrow, Fox Sparrow, Northern Oriole, 



Paul A. Johnsgard 

 11 

Yellow-headed Blackbird, Purple Finch, Cassin's Finch, 
White-winged Crossbill, Pine Grosbeak. 

 
Table 3 

Comparison of Winter Bird Populations at  
Lincoln and Scottsbluff 

Species Very Frequently Recorded (at least 40 years, or 80% of 
counts) at both Scottsbluff and Lincoln:  Mallard, Ring-
necked Pheasant, Northern Harrier, Downy Woodpecker, 
Blue Jay, American Crow, Black-capped Chickadee, European 
Starling, Dark-eyed Junco, American Goldfinch, Meadowlark 
spp., House Sparrow. 

Species Regularly Recorded (over 40% of counts) at Scottsbluff, 
but Rare or Absent at Lincoln: Black-billed Magpie, Town-
send's Solitaire, Rough-legged Hawk, American Wigeon. 

Species Regularly Recorded (over 40% of counts) at Lincoln, but 
Rare or Absent at Scottsbluff: Northern Cardinal, Purple 
Finch, Long-eared Owl, Barred Owl, Brown-headed Cowbird. 

Most  Abundant Species in Lincoln-area Counts (Descending 
Overall Abundance): European Starling, House Sparrow, 
American Tree Sparrow, Lapland Longspur, Dark-eyed 
Junco, Canada Goose, American Crow, Mallard, American 
Goldfinch, Horned Lark, Black-capped Chickadee, Red-
winged Blackbird 

Most  Abundant Species in Scottsbluff-area Counts (Descend-
ing Overall Abundance): Mallard, Canada Goose, European 
Starling, Red-winged Blackbird, House Sparrow, Horned 
Lark, American Tree Sparrow, Dark-eyed Junco, American 
Robin, Black-billed Magpie, Rock Dove, American Goldfinch. 
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Increasing Species: Canada Goose (Both), Mallard (Lincoln), Bald 
Eagle (Both), American Kestrel (Lincoln), Ring-necked 
Pheasant (Lincoln), Wild Turkey (Scottsbluff), Mourning Dove 
(Lincoln), Blue Jay (Scottsbluff), American Crow (Both), 
Black-capped Chickadee (Lincoln), White-breasted Nuthatch 
(Lincoln), Red-winged Blackbird (Lincoln), Brown-headed 
Cowbird (Lincoln), House Finch (Both). 

Decreasing Species: Bobwhite (Scottsbluff), Horned Lark 
(Lincoln), Tufted Titmouse (Lincoln), House Sparrow 
(Scottsbluff). 

Average Total Species: Lincoln 45; Scottsbluff, 42. 
Average Birds per Party-mile: Lincoln, 187; Scottsbluff, 182. 
 

Table 4 
Wild Bird Surveys at LIncoln, Nebraska 
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Table 5 
Winter Bird Surveys at Scottsbluff, Nebraska 
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