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STATION REPORTS – 
BANDING IN THE TIME OF COVID-19 

  
COSTA RICA BIRD OBSERVATORIES

      From the beginning of 2020, CRBO was able to 
run three of its stations. Over the year, three crews 
ran the Madre Selva highland stations in Trinidad 
de la Dota.  Each crew also spent a week at the 
Caribbean lowland site in Tortuguero operating 
several stations there. Holly Garrod and Chespi 
Elizondo ran the third site, the Guanacaste site in 
the north.  We continued its ongoing training of 
local “parabiologists”.  If you are not familiar with 
this term, they are individuals, often indigenous 
people, who are trained in basic biological skills 
to support wildlife conservation and research 
programs. 
      Once Covid-19 hit Costa Rica, CRBO took 
a hiatus for several months to reconsider its 
protocols and discuss how we could still safely 
host volunteer banders. In October 2020, CRBO 
relaunched its banding internship with two interns 
from the United States. We rented a car and took 
the banders directly to the highland site, where 
they have operated several sites and remained for 
the last 2.5 months.  The banders were asked to 
quarantine beforehand and wore masks for the 
first two weeks of banding.  They have been well 
taken care of and remained at Madre Selva for the 
duration of the internship, travelling only after 
the internship was complete. Fortunately, Madre 
Selva has no shortage of wonderful regional 
endemics, and with the launching of another new 
banding site just up the road, banders have had 
the opportunity to band some true specialties like 

Collared Trogon (Trogon collaris), Wrenthrush 
(Zeledonia coronata) Silvery-fronted Tapaculo 
(Scytalopus argentifrons), and Buff-fronted Quail-
Dove (Zentrygon costaricensis). Additionally, they 
have been afforded great looks at some specialty 
birds like the Resplendent Quetzal (Pharomachrus 
mocinno) and Buffy-crowned Wood-Partridge 
(Dendrortyx leucophrys). Currently CRBO is 
seeking two more volunteers who would be 
interested in spending 2-3 months at its highland 
site in the cozy Madre Selva cabin, getting to know 
Costa Rica’s Talamancan endemics. If you are 
interested, please contact Holly Garrod at holly@
costaricabird.org.

 Holly Garrod 
Research Coordinator -- Costa Rica Bird 

Observatories

ROCKY POINT BIRD 
OBSERVATORY

        
  

Rocky Point Bird Observatory (RPBO) is located 
at the southern tip of Vancouver Island near 
Victoria, British Columbia, Canada. Being located 
on an island and thus geographically removed 
from the mainland meant that we were less 
impacted than other areas of the province and 
country. We quickly went to work developing 
procedures which it hoped would permit us to 
continue its field operations, as well as reach 
people in the community and farther afield.
     The first casualty was our banding workshop, 
scheduled for late March.  To stay connected with 
the banding and local communities, RPBO jumped 
on the Zoom bandwagon, initiating a series of Zoom 
presentations on numerous bird-related topics, 

CRBO 
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such as bird identification, bird anatomy, how to 
use eBird and Merlin, and bird adventures abroad. 
Observatory members gave presentations, and also 
invited people from outside our organization to 
speak. In total we hosted 69 online presentations 
in 2020, which were well received by both locals 
and people from other parts of North America, and 
occasionally from around the world. These talks 
are continuing, and we  invite your participation 
as viewers or speakers. One thing that RPBO 
did different than most groups was to use the 
“meeting” instead of the “webinar” format. This 
allowed the participants to see and speak to each 
other, much as an in-person event would. Thus, 
RPBO was able to provide an online outreach 
program where people could interact, comment, 
and ask questions. This provided welcome social 
and educational opportunities for people who 
were otherwise confined to their homes with few 
physical contacts. Through this, RPBO built a 
community of enthusiastic participants, several of 
whom became members, volunteers, and donors 
last year.
      In early April, RPBO hosted a Zoom meeting 
of banders, inviting people from across North 
America, to discuss their thoughts about the year 
ahead, and to brainstorm about how participants 
might conduct banding operations safely using new 
protocols. Responses ranged from suggestions for 
a complete shutdown to extensive procedural and 
personnel changes to allow the full range of bird 
monitoring and banding activities to proceed.
  Throughout the spring, RPBO worked on 
developing COVID-19 Pandemic Protocols to 
accommodate the MAPS banding program. These 
met or exceeded all Federal, Provincial, and local 
government regulations and guidelines. Our goal 
was to keep all participants safe and healthy. 
MAPS proved to be an excellent testing ground 
for these protocols that we could then use in our 
Passerine Migration Monitoring and Northern 
Saw-whet Owl Migration Monitoring. These 
protocols are posted on our website (http://rpbo.
org/Pandemic_Protocol.pdf). 
    For MAPS, the banding area was moved to a 
larger location so that two tables 2-m in length 
could be used to accommodate banders and 

scribes. We set up hand washing stations for the 
extractors, who were asked to wash their hands 
prior to each net round, or as often as deemed 
necessary. A supply of hand sanitizer (70% 
alcohol) was available for banders, extractors, 
and scribes to use at all times. Birds in bird bags 
were placed on a rack 2 m (6 ft) away from the 
banding tables so that the banders could collect 
birds while maintaining physical distancing from 
the extractors. Only those volunteers who were in 
a “family bubble” were permitted to work closely 
together.  RPBO restricted extractor shifts to those 
with sufficient skill and experience and who would 
not require assistance. Masks were used when 
physical distancing could not be maintained, such 
as helping with a difficult extraction or banding a 
large raptor. 
  Hummingbird monitoring throughout the 
province was conducted at sites where the crews 
were already part of the permitted bubbles and not 
reliant on outside volunteers. Only five sites were 
able to operate in 2020. 
       Passerine Migration Monitoring and Northern 
Saw-whet Owl Migration Monitoring are 
conducted at RPBO’s two main banding sites:  
Rocky Point, on Department of National Defence 
property, and at Pedder Bay Marina. We have 
physical structures for our banding stations in both 
locations. The layout at these stations is such that 
the bander and scribe are less than 2 m (6 ft) apart, 
so we placed a clear PVC curtain between the two 
areas, with a “window” made of acrylic to enhance 
visibility. None of RPBO’s staff or volunteers 
contracted COVID-19 over the season. RPBO 
was extremely pleased that the protocol was both 
adhered to and effective.
      The greatest loss to our monitoring programs 
was the reduced ability to train volunteers. While 
scribe training was easily moved to the Zoom 
format (and was probably more effective than 
that conducted in the field), hands-on training for 
extractors and banding assistants could only be 
carried out in very specific circumstances (e.g., 
training of a volunteer by an experienced family 
member or continuation of coaching that could be 
done at a distance for volunteers that had previous 
experience). This resulted in about a 30% decrease 
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Bander and scribe at 2-m apart (left) and with PVC curtain and an acrylic “window” (right).
 Photos by Jannaca Chick

KLAMATH BIRD OBSERVATORY (Humboldt Bay Bird Observatory station -- HBBO)

    The station, in extreme northern California 
near Arcata, is part of KBO and is adjacent to 
the Lanphere Dunes Unit of the Humboldt Bay 
National Wildlife Refuge. It is bordered by the Mad 
River Slough, open pastures, and coastal dune and 
riparian forest. This variety of habitats supports a 
high diversity of bird species. Bird populations and 
demographics have been monitored at the station 
continuously since 1982. The station is run year-
round with different sampling regimes by season. 
In addition to capturing and banding birds and 
collecting demographic information, we conduct 
area search censuses and a comprehensive species 

in volunteer participation in 2020 and may create 
some logistical issues in 2021. Despite these 
challenges, RPBO was able to safely involve more 
than 120 volunteers in our projects.
    British Columbia public schools closed 
to in-person instruction at the end of March 
2020. As a result, RPBO was unable to offer its 
standard classroom programs for Grades 1-5. 
As an alternative, RPBO used social media to 
share distance learning resources with parents 
and teachers of elementary and middle school 
students to inspire home learning opportunities 
related to birds and conservation. Resources were 
posted twice a week. World Migratory Bird Day 
and Christmas Bird Count for Kids events were 
moved to online presentations. RPBO did manage 

a few outdoor in-person events such as a bird 
identification course, day camps, and downscaled 
visits to the banding station following event-
specific protocols. 
    It is unlikely that all of RPBO’s staff and 
volunteers will have access to vaccinations before 
the season starts up again, so RPBO anticipates 
having to use its protocols again in 2021. RPBO 
aimed to conduct all of its field operations 
safely and within both the letter and spirit of the 
regulations and guidelines issued by Federal and 
Provincial Health Authorities.  RPBO succeeded 
thanks to the dedication and expertise of our staff 
and volunteers. 
        Jannaca Chick and Ann Nightingale  
      (RPBO Board members)




