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GRASSLAND BIRD SURVEY PROTOCOL (Standardized by NJ Audubon): 
 
Time of day to conduct surveys: 5:30 am ς 10:30 am  
Pre-survey Wait Period Wait 2 minutes prior to starting survey  
Number of minutes at each point:   5 minutes: separated into 3- and 2-minutes  
Number of visits per point:  Two  
 
Bird surveys  
One from May 15-31 and one from June 1-15 
  
Data Entry  
Use Data sheet as provided ς can be found online at: 
http://www.njaudubon.org/SectionCitizenScience/GrasslandBirdSurveys.aspx 
 
Bird Surveys  
 
Make sure you are familiar with the songs of species likely to be seen during your  
Surveys and the points on identification.  Some species are rather secretive and do not allow  
close approach for visual identification.  Bird Songs can be downloaded from the internet and are available on CD from 
your local Audubon center bookstores. We recommend you use a  
Good field guide for visual identification.   
 
Where to Survey 
 
Identify Agricultural lands (Ag) through pre-inspection of local maps, aerial maps (Google Earth), and NJDEP iMap 
focused on the Ag layer. Before scheduling a formal grassland bird survey perform a reconnaissance of potential sites by 
driving on roads adjacent to Ag lands carefully noting the types of agricultural inherent within. Take data on the 
approximate size of the fields in acres. Note the general vegetation community type, i.e. alfalfa field, sod field, shrubby 
old field, etc.  Note the position that the Ag field falls into the landscape, i.e. next to  a forested edge, lake, river, etc. 
Any ancillary information about the Ag field condition should be noted, i.e. cattle grazing, red fox in field, dead trees in 
the middle, etc. It is very important to note the presence and degree of hedgerows within and adjacent to Ag fields. 
Airports and abandoned fields left fallow for a period of time but mowed occasionally can be exceptional grassland bird 
habitat and should be targeted for survey and not overlooked. Most surveys can be done from the shoulder of the roads 
paying careful attention to property rights and traffic. If quality grassland bird habitat is identified that you feel requires 
permission to survey because of property infringement the Environmental Commission should write the property owner 
and explain why the survey is necessary and try and obtain consent to interlope.  
 

Example of Importance 
 

On June 10th, 2011, the day that members of the Joint Environmental Commission of Woodstown 
and Pilesgrove performed a grassland bird survey training day a Dickcissel was seen calling along 
Featherbed Lane in the tree line/hedgerow adjacent to the road (see image pg.32). The large tract 
(100 acres+)  of cool and warm seasonôs grassland on both sides of the road was conducive to the 
birdôs life history requirement and this rare grassland dependent species chose to take residence. 

This may have been one of only a dozen pairs of Dickcissel known to nest in the state in 2011. This 
chance encounter emphasizes the importance of grassland bird surveys.. How many species of 
nesting grassland birds go unnoticed in the state is anyoneôs guess, but the number is inevitably 
significant. Without actively surveying potential grassland sites for species that depend on their 

existence the basis for management will become moot and this already declining guild of specialists 
will soon disappear from our landscape. 

 

http://www.njaudubon.org/SectionCitizenScience/GrasslandBirdSurveys.aspx
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When good grassland bird habitat is identified 
 
  ¢ƘŜ ǊŀŘƛǳǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŜŀŎƘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ млл ƳŜǘŜǊǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ άƳŀǇ-ŎƛǊŎƭŜέΦ  !ƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ ŎƛǊŎƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ нр 
meter radius is also part of the map-circle.   Once the observer arrives at the survey point wait 2 minutes 
before beginning the count.  This enables the observer to prepare for the count and allows the birds to calm 
down and return to normal activity.  During the survey the observer stands at the point for 5 minutes and 
records on the data sheet all grassland bird species seen or heard.  This 5-minute period is divided into two 
periods; a 3- and a 2-minute period.  The observer records the species and number of birds seen or heard 
during the first 3 minutes separately from those encountered during the next 2 minutes.  Record all birds as 
less than 25 meters, 25-100 meters or greater than 100 meters away from the survey point on the data 
sheet.  Plot all individuals of target species observed at less than 100 meters on the circle map with the 
abbreviation of the common name . 
Do not count longer than five minutes.  Do not exceed the 5-minute time limit because you are sure a certain 
"good bird" is there and not calling -- it will probably be recorded some other year, and valid negative data 
are as important as positive data in this survey. Species recorded that are not found on the form should be 
added at the bottom. If you observe a target species before or after the 5-minute survey, write it down in the 
ƳŀǊƎƛƴ ƻǊ ōƭŀƴƪ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀǎƘŜŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ άōŜŦƻǊŜέ ƻǊ άŀŦǘŜǊέ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ  
 

Typical Grassland/Agricultural Land  
Pilesgrove Township 
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Scrub/Shrub Grassland 

 

 
Grassland in Pilesgrove off Featherbed Lane 
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 Discussion 
 Grassland Birds of Pilesgrove Township  

Species Description, Habitat Requirements, Limiting Factors, & Cool Facts 
 

Bobolink  
(Dolichonyx oryzivorous) 

NJ State Threatened 
 

 
Male Bobolink 

 

 
Bird Identification 
 

Adults are 16ς18 cm (6ς8 in) long with short finch-like bills. They weigh about 1 ounce (28 g).  Adult males 
are mostly black, although they do display creamy napes, and white scapulars, lower backs and rumps. Adult 

females are mostly light brown, although their coloring includes black streaks on the back and flanks, and 
dark stripes on the head; their wings and tails are darker. The collective name for a group of bobolinks is a 

chain. Wikipedia. (See Image Page 1 Top ς Male and Female Bobolink) 
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Finch
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Habitat 
 
 Once a tall-grass prairie bird of the mid-west, the bobolink has adapted its migration pattern to 
include open agricultural fields anywhere they can find them in the northeast.  The conversion of forest to 

field in New Jersey has created opportunity for this grassland specialist. 5 to 10 acres of hayfield or 
pasture land is enough for a breeding colony to ensue. The height and density of the grass and forbs 
are important factors for breeding success.  In Northern Jersey, where the images in this abstract 
were taken, in the spring of 2011 bobolinks inhabited a pasture on a dairy farm consisting of 
predominantly red clover, fescues, curly dock, black mustard, winter cress, plantain, and rye.  
Variety and height of vegetation are important factors in the potential success of breeding colonies 
of bobolink. Field habitat that is isolated and sequestered from human population centers seems to 
Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻōƻƭƛƴƪΩǎ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΦ  
 
Limiting Factors 
 
 Changing farming practices have played a role in the decline of this species along with other 
grassland dependent birds. Hay fields are often harvested early before young birds have time to 
fledge.  Nest can be abandoned followed to mowing along with direct mortality from the practice. In 
addition to the change in farming methods, the overall acreage of land dedicated to forming in the 
Northeast has declined.  
 
Cool Facts 
 

¶ Lƴ WŀƳŀƛŎŀ ǘƘŜ ōƻōƻƭƛƴƪ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άōǳǘǘŜǊ ōƛǊŘέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ƳƛƎǊŀǘŜǎ 
through the birds are fattened by grain and insects. The Jamaicans shoot and eat 
them ς one more limiting factor leading to a decline in the species numbers. 

¶ Bobolinks migrate 20,000 kilometers each year to Argentina and there breeding 
grounds. 

¶ In Argentina they are frequently shot, considered to be agricultural pests ς one more 
limiting factor. 

¶ Much is yet to be learned about the migration patterns and habits of this bird. 

 Range Map 

Brown Thrasher  
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(Toxostoma rufum) 
                   NJ Species of Special Concern 

 
 

 
Brown Thrasher in Fall Foliage 

Bird Identification 
 

A large, skulking bird of thickets and hedgerows, the Brown Thrasher has one of the largest song repertoires of any 

North American bird. Boldly patterned, it is conspicuous when singing on its territory, but is hardly discernable during 

the rest of year. Sometimes known as the Brown thrush these birds are around 10 inches.  The upper parts are light 

brownish-red.  They have a striking yellow eye and grayish face. They sing in repetitive notes - series of three.  (Birds of 

North America Online). 

                                                                Range Map Brown Thrasher 

 
Habitat 
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 Not a true grassland bird but associated with hedgerows and thick brushy edges ς the type of habitat 
that is always adjacent to pasturelands. Brown thrasher should always be considered when surveying for 
primary grassland bird species.  
 
Limiting Factors 
 
 Pesticides on agricultural fields, collisions with buildings during migration, and loss of Ag habitat have 
all played into this species decline. 
 
Cool Facts 

¶ Brown Thrasher is considered a short-distance migrant, but two individuals have been recorded in 
Europe: one in England and another in Germany. 

¶ An aggressive defender of its nest, the Brown Thrasher is known to strike people and dogs hard 
enough to draw blood. 

¶ Brown Thrashers leave the nest at only 9 to 13 days old, earlier n either of its smaller relatives, 
the Northern Mockingbird or Gray Catbird. 

 

 

Brown Thrasher in Cedar 
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     Cattle Egret 
      (Bubulcus ibis) 

       NJ Special Concern 
            (Recommended for Threatened status) 

 
 
 
Bird Identification 

It is a stocky white bird adorned with buff plumes in the breeding season which nests in colonies, 

usually near bodies of water and often with other wading birds. The nest is a platform of sticks in 

trees or shrubs. Unlike most other herons, it feeds in relatively dry grassy habitats, often 

accompanying cattle or other large mammals, since it catches insect and small vertebrate prey 

disturbed by these animals. Some populations of the Cattle Egret are migratory and others show post-

breeding dispersal. 

Habitat  

  Anywhere cattle and livestock are grazed in large numbers ς pastureland, grasslands, and 
farmland near water sources. Breeds with other herons in intraspecific colonies. 

                                                         
                 Cattle Egret on Steer 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bird
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feather
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bird_colony
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bird_nest
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commensalism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vertebrate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bird_migration
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Limiting Factors 
 
  Pesticides in Ag land associated with invertebrates and amphibians have caused this bird 
issues. Loss of Farmland throughout its range has marginalized the species to areas of high cattle 
density. 
 

 
 

           Range Map 
 
 
 

Cool Facts 
 

¶ The Cattle Egret is native to Africa and Asia, and only reached the Americas in the late 
19th century. It was first found in northeastern South America in 1877, having probably 
arrived there from Africa. It reached the United States in 1941, and started nesting by 
1953. In the next 50 years it became one of the most abundant of the North American 
herons. It has occurred all the way to Alaska and Newfoundland, and has bred in nearly 
all states. 
 

¶ The Cattle Egret is an opportunistic feeder, and will follow large animals or machines to 
catch insects they stir up. It also is attracted by smoke from a large fire. Egrets come from 
long distances to catch insects trying to escape the fire. 

 

 

¶ The Cattle Egret occasionally adds birds to its diet. At Fort Jefferson in the Dry Tortugas 
off the coast of Florida, migrating Cattle Egrets land on the large green lawn inside the 
fort, probably hoping for some nice grasshoppers. Because no insects are there to be 
had, the egrets try to catch the migrating warblers that also have stopped on the tiny 
island. 
 

Source: Birds of North America 
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                                                    Eastern Meadowlark 
                                                                    (Sturnella magna) 
                                                                   NJ Special Concern 

 

 
 

Bird Identification 
 

Eastern Meadowlark: Short ground-dwelling bird with buff- and black-streaked brown upper parts. Head has black-and-
white striped crown, white face, black eye stripe and a pointed bill. Throat to belly is yellow, broad black V on breast. Brown 

tail has white edges and under tail coverts. 
Beautiful Plaintive call is distinctive. 

Habitat 
 
     Preferred habitats include pastures, meadows, grassy fields, prairies, open country, and country roadsides. Often 

seen singing from fence posts or utility wires. Weedy large pastures over 100 acres preferred with lots of high singing 
perches. Grasslands preferred tend to me more xeric (drier) than other grassland birds.  

 

 
Range Map 

 


