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To professionals and amateurs alike, the de-
cline of land birds was becoming apparent. It 
was the late 1980s, the end of a decade that 

was emerging as a pivotal time for avian con-
servation. The annual Breeding Bird Survey 

allowed biologists to analyze long-term 
population trends, and recent data 

showed declines across a number of 
species. Meanwhile, awareness was 
growing that neotropical migrants 
faced unique challenges, given the 
difficulty of prescribing conservation 

actions across two continents (see 
Rich 2020).

Scientific symposia emphasized the need for 
action. “Far-sighted research,” was needed, biol-

ogist John Terborgh concluded, so conservationists 

would not have to “rush our limited research 
resources from one crisis to another” (Hagan and 
Johnson 1992). Conservation biologists wanted to 
keep “common birds common” yet avoid the costs 
of endangered species recovery plans. 

Those two pillars became foundational to the mis-
sion of Partners in Flight, a unique forum made 
up of government agencies and nongovernmental 
organizations. Formed in 1990 to help catalyze 
a new paradigm of land bird conservation, the 
partnership is celebrating 30 years of helping drive 
innovative bird conservation. 

Taking flight
The time was ripe to advance bird conservation. 
As the public became more aware of bird declines, 
it provided a catalyst to move the issue beyond 
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 Staff from the 
Central Hardwoods 
Joint Venture, the Forest 
Service, the University 
of Missouri and the 
Missouri Department 
of Conservation 
visit a shortleaf pine 
restoration site where 
the now-extirpated 
brown-headed nuthatch 
(Sitta pusilla) is soon 
to be reintroduced. 
The ability to return 
the birds to this part of 
their historical range 
was made possible 
by a concerted effort 
by the Mark Twain 
National Forest and 
other partners to 
restore roughly 100,000 
acres of shortleaf pine 
woodland in the Current 
River Hills region of 
southeastern Missouri. 
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the scientific community to a broader audience. 
Meanwhile, biologists were beginning to apply 
the developing concepts of island biogeography 
and conservation biology to conservation prac-
tice. Additionally, the North American Waterfowl 
Management Plan (NAWMP 1986) provided a 
new strategy for bird conservation that integrated 
science by using population objectives, habi-
tat implementation and adaptive management 
through self-directed, regionally driven migratory 
bird joint ventures. 

Amid these developments, Partners in Flight 
launched as a large, diverse international partner-
ship with a common mission — to keep common 
birds common and keep vulnerable species from be-
ing listed on the federal threatened and endangered 
species lists (Eno 2020). Under the leadership of 
Amos Eno, at the National Fish and Wildlife Foun-
dation; Bob Nelson, at the U.S. Forest Service; and 
Gary Myers, who helped bring state wildlife agen-
cies into the partnership, PIF’s initial work strove 
to build capacity that could best deliver upland bird 
habitats across large landscapes. 

Several state wildlife agencies housed Partners in 
Flight biologists to provide a direct link to land 
conservation practices. The National Fish and Wild-
life Foundation invested heavily in projects that 
exemplified conservation planning and delivery, as 
well as research and monitoring. As the lead federal 
partner, the Forest Service assigned Partners in 
Flight representatives in almost every national for-
est, encouraged participation from research station 
scientists and promoted its objectives in its interna-
tional programs. 

Partners in Flight emerged as a significant 
catalyst to changing paradigms within wildlife 
conservation and management (Rosenberg and 
Ford 2020). The emergence of a new and creative 
approach to conservation called for a way of 
working that was bold, inclusive and innovative. 
We deliberately limited our governance structure. 
As a result, PIF has no charter and no assigned 
member representation on the steering committee 
or working groups. Instead, it is an open forum 
that provides space for scientists, managers, 
administrators and others to come together with 
ideas and advance solutions. 

Credit: North American Bird Conservation Initiative

 Population change of birds by ecotype. Birds associated with 
wetlands are the only populations to have increased since 1970.

Lessons from the Lower Mississippi 

Since the early 1990s, about 1 million acres have been reforested in the 
Lower Mississippi Valley. That effort set the stage for landscape-scale 
planning in bird conservation across the country.

The Lower Mississippi Valley Joint Venture, a partnership focused on 
maintaining forest for suites of bird species, became the focus of a spe-
cial session at Partners in Flight’s second conference, which took place 
in 1995 in Cape May, New Jersey. Coordinated by Charles Baxter, the 
joint venture applied a Forest Breeding Bird Decisions Support Model 
to address the configuration of forest patches across the valley. 

One of the best ways to assess how partnership priorities were being 
used was to examine how the USDA Wetland Reserve Program used 
the model. Between 1992 and 2016, the program reforested about 
700,000 acres, translating into 500,000 acres of core forest and in-
creasing available bird habitat by 10%. Most of those acres were within 
the model’s top priorities.

Lessons from the valley show us that landscape-scale partnerships 
are effective for science-based land bird conservation; and although 
the partnership has done a lot of work, much still remains. Reforesta-
tion efforts address the need for habitat within a large landscape, but 
we must also address the structure and management of smaller forest 
patches at finer scales.

 In 50 years, this joint venture envisions sufficient forest habitat to sup-
port our share of land bird populations. As a partnership focused on 
the Lower Mississippi Valley, we can’t solve every piece of the puzzle 
of the loss of 3 billion birds, but we can do our part to ensure that our 
efforts are carried out in the most strategic and effective way possible.

—Contributed by Anne Mini, science coordinator, and Keith McKnight, 
coordinator, the Lower Mississippi Valley Joint Venture
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Assessing the situation
Early on, PIF partners knew that establishing 
population estimates and targets was essential 
to attract the attention of policymakers and land 
managers and, most importantly, to measure 
conservation success. 

PIF took on the challenge of estimating populations 
and establishing objectives for all land bird spe-

cies in North America — 448 species in total (for 
comparison, NAWMP addressed just 29). This goal 
was achieved with the publication of the first North 
American Landbird Conservation Plan. The plan fo-
cused on birds that primarily breed in the U.S. and 
Canada, largely using BBS data (Rich et al. 2004). 

The data allowed PIF to prioritize species most in 
need — “watch list species” — and present a popula-

Game Changers

PIF’s partners developed “Five Game 
Changers” to address challenges facing 
bird populations. 

1. Unprecedented Collaboration. 
Private-public collaboration has been 
the centerpiece of the Partners in Flight 
approach since its inception, but there 
is room for improvement. Challenges 
with funding highlight our need to work 
together and share among our core 
strengths. PIF partners have developed 
guidelines to advance our ability to 
collaborate and pool resources (Santana 
et al. 2018). Reduced capacities in 
government agencies will require 
increased reliance on trust-based 
relationships with external organizations, 
which can provide value-added services 
to help fill the gaps (Geupel and Nur 
1993). We also know that expanding 
our collaboration to new nontraditional 
partners will make the multiple benefits of 
conservation more relevant to the public. 
Recent partnerships and workshops 
with land trusts, the livestock industry, 
forests product companies, the oil 
and gas industry and related scientific 
groups — such as the Society for Range 
Management, the Sustainable Forestry 
Initiative and the Land Trust Alliance 
Rally — have identified many shared 
conservation strategies and targets. 

2. New Science to Identify Causes 
of Bird Decline. Scientific advances, 
including new tracking technology, 
integrated population modeling, 

statistical approaches and improving 
scientific findings to have more 
impact on environmental policy and 
management (Fisher et al. 2020), 
have made it possible to identify 
specific causes of population declines. 
Partners in Flight science teams, 
academics and others using ACAD 
have identified and prioritized nearly 
50 species for intensive research. Our 
goal is to mobilize stakeholders and 
relevant planning efforts to recover 
these species before they are listed as 
threatened or endangered.

3. Conservation Investment Strategy. 
Recent efforts to make conservation 
planning more effective by using a 
common language with well-described 
targets and strategies with cost 
estimates (Open Standards for the 
Practice of Conservation Planning) 
provides a novel opportunity to 
integrate efforts by groups and 
agencies with different charters and 
missions. The goal is to integrate 
commonalities among planning efforts 
conducted by individual agencies and 
organizations related to full life cycle 
bird conservation through existing and 
future partnership. Funders use these 
integrated plans to rank projects and 
determine where small projects fit 
into conservation efforts at landscape 
scales. 

 4. New legislative and policy 
opportunities. It is evident that to 
conserve the full suite of species of 
birds — as well as other wildlife — 

conservationists, wildlife watchers, 
outdoor enthusiasts and others need to 
support state agencies’ wildlife diversity 
programs. The Recovering America’s 
Wildlife Act could provide substantial 
dedicated funding and matching funds 
from partners to help high-priority 
species and the landscapes they depend 
on. PIF’s nonfederal, policy-driven 
collaborators will educate and encourage 
a network of organizations, birders and 
outdoor enthusiasts to support this 
legislation, recognizing it could advance 
migratory bird conservation within the 
U.S. and beyond. 

5. Communication and engagement. 
Partners in Flight will “broaden the 
tent” by engaging new audiences 
and other scientific communities 
through blogs and events in an effort 
to make bird conservation relevant to 
other disciplines. A recent Partners 
in Flight 30th anniversary booth at 
the annual meeting of the Society for 
Range Management saw nearly 1,000 
visitors who came primarily to discuss 
the positive relationship between 
sustainable ranching and bird habitat. 
Recent stay-at-home directives brought 
on by the COVID-19 pandemic has 
caused an unprecedented interest in 
backyard birding. Partners in Flight 
partners are vigorously promoting “tools 
of engagement” such as eBird and 
iNaturalist that contribute substantially 
to our understanding of bird movement 
and habitat use. Partners in Flight is also 
promoting “Seven Simple Actions” that 
individuals can do to help birds. 
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tion objective and conservation action for 192 species 
of “continental importance.” PIF also provided global 
population estimates for these species and conducted 
a threats assessment — now known as the Avian 
Conservation Assessment Database (ACAD) — and 
identified monitoring needs for all 448 species. 

A 2016 revision (Rosenberg et al. 2016) showed 
that conservation action was even more urgent. It 
presented species population changes over the last 
40 years alongside projections of how long it would 
take for populations to decline by another 50% — 
their “half-life.” When half-life is combined with 
area importance — the percentage of the breed-
ing population in a Bird Conservation Region — it 
becomes a powerful tool for assessing species and 
communities of highest priority locally and region-
ally. In 2019, the ACAD database was expanded 
to include 1,604 breeding bird species found from 
Canada to Panama, including seabirds, waterfowl, 
shorebirds and waterbirds. 

Focused on data
Because birds are conspicuous, vocal and found 
almost everywhere, they continue to be model 
organisms for advancing conservation and natural 
resource management. Methods for monitoring 
birds have received the most attention of any ver-
tebrate in both the scientific and popular literature, 
and they continue to evolve at a rapid rate. 

Before PIF, bird monitoring programs used dif-
ferent protocols to collect data, often with no data 
management or specific objectives in mind. Her-
culean efforts facilitated through workshops at 
PIF conferences led to the 
standardization of protocols 
for all major approaches for 
land bird population assess-
ments — count surveys, mark 
recapture through mist nets 
and nest surveys — which 
were summarized in both 
English and Spanish (Ralph 
et al. 1993, Ralph et al. 1996). 
This coordinated bilingual 
effort inspired continent-wide 
programs, including MAPS, 
MOSI and IMBCR, which 
allow investigators to share 
data, develop hypotheses and 
evaluate conservation actions 
at multiple scales. 

All these data need a database. 
Partners in Flight helped establish 
and promoted the Avian Knowl-
edge Network (avianknowledge.
net), which provides an open, 
online, sharable data and applica-
tions platform. It now includes 
over 1 billion records and is 
rapidly expanding to include other 
taxa, allowing novel questions to 
be asked of bird communities at 
landscape scales that were not 
possible a decade ago. 

Conservation results
The Partners in Flight network 
has facilitated the emergence of 
numerous stakeholder groups to address specific 
conservation issues. It is through this network that 
conservation challenges can be truly addressed.

The bobolink (Dolichonyx oryzivorus) faces 
declines of over 30% over the next two decades in 
nine of the Bird Conservation Regions in which 
it breeds. This fact, published in PIF’s 2016 plan, 
spurred the formation of an international bobolink 
steering committee and led to seven workshops, 
including three in South America and a full life-
cycle plan, complete with regional population 
objectives (Renfrew 2019). 

The collapse of desert bird communities (Inkyan 
and Bessinger 2018) and the alarmingly short 
population half-life (18–27 years) of two des-
ert thrasher species (Toxostoma bendirei and 

Credit: Renfrew et al. 2019

Credit: Partners in Flight Science Committee 2016

 The Partners 
in Flight Landbird 
Conservation Plan was 
updated in 2016 and 
includes Canada and 
the continental United 
States.

 Bendire’s thrasher (Toxostoma bendirei) is one of 19 red watch list species 
and among the fastest declining bird species in North America. Over 86% of its 
global population has been lost in the last 45 years. It remains the focus of a 
binational, multistate Desert Thrasher Working Group. 

Credit: Bobby Wilcox

 Partners in 
Flight facilitated the 
development of a full life-
cycle conservation plan 
for bobolink, a species 
that faces population 
declines of over 30% in 
the next two decades 
without additional 
conservation measures. 
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Toxostoma lecontei) have generated a Desert 
Thrasher Working Group. Other groups, like the 
Forest Service-sponsored Western Hummingbird 
Partnership, are addressing full-life cycle needs 
of hummingbirds through fire management in the 
western Mexico highlands (Alexander et al. 2020) 
and meadow restoration in the high Sierras of 
California. 

Picking up the pace
The past 30 years of Partners in Flight have led to 
much success and many ongoing initiatives, includ-
ing World Migratory Bird Day (migratorybirdday.
org) and a number of policy efforts. 

Alongside these achievements, though, we 
recognize there is still much to do. PIF’s recent 
continental plan (Rosenberg et al. 2016) identified 
86 “watch list” species. Another 24 still common 
species were found to be in steep decline. This, 
on top of recent reports documenting 2.9 billion 
fewer birds in North American compared to 50 
years ago (Rosenberg et al. 2019), shows our work 
is not complete. 

Partners in Flight is using its 30th anniversary as 
a platform for inspiration and engagement — and 
above all to pick up the pace of bird conservation. 
Through science-based collaborations, initiatives 
like Partners in Flight — which engage in on-the-
ground planning and implementation and build 
trust with a diversity of stakeholders — offer hope 
that we can maintain thriving and functioning com-
munities of living things for the next 30 years. 

Geoffrey R. Geupel is the director of 
strategic partnerships at Point Blue 

Conservation Science in Petaluma, California, 
and Partners in Flight’s representative to the 
North American Bird Conservation Initiative.

Robert P. Ford is Partners in Flight’s 
national coordinator at US Fish and 

Wildlife Service office of Migratory Birds in 
Falls Church, Virginia.
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