
Condition of Migrating Birds 
A regular banding program conducted at the Delta Waterfowl Research 

Station allowed some comparisons to be made of the condition of small birds cap­
tured in 1974 with the 1971-73 average when die-offs did not occur. Although 
sample size is small, most of the 1974 live weights were lower than those of 
previous years (Table 1). Dead warblers and Least Flycatchers that were weighed 
showed weight losses exceeding 20 percent (Bay-breasted [Dendroica castanea] ­
21.percent, Myrtle - 28 percent, Tennessee - 29 percent, and Least Flycatcher 
- 39 percent). Weight differences between 11 healthy and 6 dead Barn Swallows 
(Hirundo rustica) picked up at Moose Mountain by Sealy (1966) were 31 percent. 
Granivorous birds such as White-throated Sparrows (Zonotrichia albicollis) , Nor­
thern Oriole (Icterus galbula), and Swamp Sparrow (Melospiza georgiana) cap­
tured in 1974 did not show major weight differences from those taken in 1973 at 
Delta. 

Gross pathological examination of 3 Myrtle Warblers, 2 Yellow Warblers, 1 
Tennessee Warbler, and 1 Least Flycatcher from Minnedosa, Manitoba, and 3 
Magnolia Warblers, 2 Wilson's Warblers, 1 Willow Flycatcher, and 1 American 
Redstart from near Osnabrock, North Dakota, by Gary 1. Pearson, D.V.M., of 
the Northern Prairie Wildlife Research Center, Jamestown, North Dakota, in­
dicated no evidence of trauma, but subcutaneous and visceral fat reserves were 
totally depleted. Eight of these birds contained evidence of insect skeletal debris in 
the gizzard. 

Significance of Spring Mortality 
Widespread bird mortality occurred throughout southern Manitoba and North 

Dakota in May 1974. Apparently spring migrants interrupted their northward 
movement when rapidly changing frontal systems produced conditions un­
favorable for migration. A low pressure system prevented further migration nor­
thward and perhaps reversed migration to the south. Delayed development of in­
sect foods resulting from prolonged cold weather, coupled with the depletion of 
metabolic reserves, forced many birds beyond their physiological limits. Although 
insectivorous birds apparently adjusted their normal feeding habits from woodland 
to aquatic habitats for body maintenance, many birds evidently died of starvation 
as a result of insufficient supplies of insects. While the actual number of birds that 
died during May 1974 would be impossible to measure, a projection of the repor­
ted mortality over the entire area affected suggests that their population losses 
were significant. Although similar unfavorable climatic and habitat conditions 
may not occur annually over large areas, it does appear as though weather pat­
terns may playa critical role in the placement of migrating birds in areas where 
food supplies are sufficiently developed to meet their needs. Lack (1966) has 
suggested starvation to be a major density-dependent factor in wild birds. 

In May 1965, Anderson (1965) reported hundreds of dead swallows floating 
in the ditches of Agassiz National Wl1dlife Refuge in Minnesota. He associated 
the death of these birds to starvation caused by cold weather and lack of available 
insect food and suggested the mortality to be widespread. His report soon 
triggered further evidence of bird mortality during the same period from Janssen 
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Tabl e 1. Weights of migrating insectivorous birds banded at Delta, 

Manitoba between 15 - 31 May 1971-1973, compared with birds 

banded between 15-25 r~ay 197,'1­

Species Mean ~ie i ghts 

1971-1973 

(gm) 

1974 

11 .1 (11 ) 

10.0 (2) 

11.0 (1 ) 

20.0 (1 ) 

18.8 (5) 

12.0 (1 ) 

9.0 (1) 

Percent difference 

- 12.6 

- 9.1 

- 7.7 

- 24.1 

- 5.5 

- 8.3 

- 13.0 

- 19.6 

+ 0.9 

- 3.0 

- 8.3 

- 4.8 

- 4.1 

+	 4.3 

0 

Least Flycatcher 

House Wren 

Gray Catbird 

Swainson's Thrush 

Gray-cheeked Thrush 

Ruby-crowned Kinglet 

Black-and-white Warbler 

Tennessee Warbler 

Yel10vi ~Jarbler 

Myrtle Warbler 

Palm Warbler 

Ovenbird 

Northern Waterthrush 

Common Yellowthroat 

Wilson's Warbler 

12.7 (12)* 

11.0 (1 ) 

39.0 (4) 

36.5 (4) 

35.0 (5) 

6.0 (1) 

11.5 (4 ) 

11. 2 (10) 

10.9 (17) 

13.4 (5) 

12.0 (1 ) 

21. 0 (1 ) 

19.6 (6) 

11 .5 (2 ) 

9.0 (1) 

36.0 

27.7 

33.2 

5.5 

10.0 

9.0 

11.0 

13.0 

(2 ) 

(6) 

(6) 

(2) 

(2) 

(1 ) 

(2 ) 

(2 ) 

Sample size in pa:-entheses* 
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(1966) in Oearwater County. Minnesota. and McDonald (1%6) in Pembina 
County, North Dakota. Independently, Sealy (1966) reported a large scale mor­
tality of four species of swallows at Moose Mountain in southeastern Saskat­
chewan about the same time. Avian mortality due to cold weather and lack of food 
during spring has also been reported by Green (1962), Janacek (1966), Ligon 
(1%8), and Kilham (1974). 
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