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Many banding stations have protocols that 
detail the operation of their site, such as 

opening and closing times, how many nets to 
deploy and what data is collected.  With increased 
scrutiny of banding activities by the public (e.g., 
Condon 2011) and by the permitting authorities 
(e.g., application to band at risk species by the 
Bird Banding Offi  ce in Canada), it is important to 
show due diligence in our handling of birds.  This 
can be achieved by establishing a bird handling 
protocol that everyone at your station follows, and 
is especially useful as guidance for new employees 
or volunteers.

I developed a bird handling protocol for two 
Monitoring Avian Productivity and Survivorship 
(MAPS) stations in Banff  and Waterton Lakes 
national parks in the Canadian Rocky Mountains, 
in collaboration with the Animal Care Committee 
(ACC) of Parks Canada (composed of veterinarians, 
academic researchers and park biologists) during 
the process of renewing my park research permits.  
This protocol has been informed by a number of 
publications (Smith et al. 1997, Fair et al. 2010, 
Spotswood et al. 2012, Wesbrook 2016, DeSante 
et al. 2018), and discussions with fellow banders. 
In this paper I try not to be prescriptive, as each 
station is diff erent, but rather I ask questions that 

     Develop a  list of “red fl ag” or “sensitive” 
species:  those that should be extracted from 
the net fi rst if there are multiple birds, and that 
warrant closer monitoring (more prone to stress, 
hypoglycemia or hypothermia, net entanglement, 
tonguing, leg or wing strain, etc.). I fi nd that 
colored plastic pins do not last long, so use bright 
spray paint on wooden pins. 
      My species list was created by looking back 
through our 20+ years of data on injuries and 
mortalities at our sites, and includes:

thrushes, which seem to be hyper-active in 
the bag,
ground-feeding sparrows, which are prone 
to leg injuries,

hummingbirds (always released at net 
unless showing signs of stress) because 
we do not have banding authorisation,

O

O

O

encourage you to consider solutions for when 
developing your own protocol, or give examples 
from our protocol.

hatching-year birds, especially if in heavy 
body moult (also returned to the vicinity 
of the net they were captured in so their 
parents can fi nd them again),

O

small-bodied birds, such as kinglets, that 
are prone to hypothermia,

any bird that was badly tangled, injured or 
shows signs of stress, and
legally listed threatened or endangered  
species.
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 Establish a minimum operating air
temperature (and a maximum one if
relevant).  At my stations the ACC has set
this at +4°C because of our higher elevation
in the mountains.

 The standard net run is every 30 minutes;
however we will check nets every 15-20
minutes during periods of colder or hotter
temperatures or during light mist.  This
minimizes potential for hypothermia or
hyperthermia, while maximizing capture
rates.

 Strong winds can lower capture success
and cause injuries to birds tangled in the
nets, but it can be tricky to decide when
to close nets.  When sustained winds or
frequent strong wind gusts push out the
net panels in consistent “half-moon arcs,”
we close the net.  Some net lanes are
more wind prone than others.  You can
also set a maximum wind speed based on
anemometer readings.

 We close our nets if rain or mist is heavy
enough such that water droplets collect on
the mesh of the net, or if feathers stick to
the fi ngers during extraction.  Not only does
this make extraction more diffi  cult, but
hypothermia is also more likely. Moisture
on the net makes it more visible, reducing
capture rates.

 The amount of moisture in the air
(humidity) aff ects the tension of nets such
that a net, which was taut when deployed,
may sag by your next net run.  Maintaining
proper tension reduces bird injuries.

 If a predator is noticed in the vicinity of
a net, there are a number of options to
be taken depending on whether it is a
bird or mammal:  (1) check the net more
frequently to deter predation, (2) raise the
bottom panel so that captured birds are not
accessible, or (3) close the net.

 What are your criteria for releasing a bird
at the net, without taking it for processing?

 Under what circumstances do you cut a net
to extract a bird?  Who is allowed to do this?

 Birds are placed in separate bags, which
are only used once before washing, so
make sure you have enough clean bags
for the maximum number of birds you
expect.  If you run out of un-used bags,
choose your cleanest bags and turn them
inside-out.  All bags should be sewn with
closed seams, often called French seams,
such that there are no threads that birds can
catch a claw on.

 The birds are hung on a line or a support
stand near the bander, spaced for
ventilation. They may be placed in the
shade if it is hot, or sometimes in weak
sunlight during cooler temperatures.
Birds that are extremely active in the bag,
jumping and struggling constantly, will be
elevated in processing priority.

 How long will you hold birds in bags if you
are busy?  For us, it is one net run before
07:30 and two net runs or one hour after
that time.  You can speed the processing
up by using a second bander, collecting
minimal data (the only data required by the
banding offi  ces are band number, species,
age, sex, location, and date), or closing
nets.  Mackenzie and Gahbauer (2014)
have some excellent tips on handling high
numbers of birds.

 What is your process for training people
to set and manage nets, handle and extract
birds, and become banders?  At what point
are they allowed to do these tasks without
close supervision?

 Our extractors are taught the “body
grasp technique” (Ralph 2005).  This is a
faster technique than the earlier leg-hold
technique and results in far fewer leg and
wing strains.

 All net teams carry two-way radios so that
an experienced extractor can be called to
deal with diffi  cult removals.
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 Holes and tears in nets are repaired the
same day they are discovered, and if they
are too large to do on site, then the net is
replaced until the repair is made.

 Do you have a process for verifying that
all nets have been furled and tied, or taken
down, as the case may be?

 A recovery or “hospital” box (a small,
padded lunch box), with the option of a
heat pack, is available for birds that appear
stressed (shivering, lethargic, cold, or wet)
or who do not fl y immediately upon release
(sometimes evidence of wing strain).
When a heat pack is used, it is wrapped in
a small piece of fl eece so that it does not
directly contact the bird.

 Keep track of injuries and mortalities:
time of the net run, what time the bird
was placed into the recovery box (if
appropriate) and what time it was released,
the air temperature, cause of injury if
known.  Besides recording this on the data
sheet, create a spreadsheet to more easily
track these incidents over time.  This will
help you refi ne your red fl ag list.

 What is in your bird fi rst aid kit?  Our
kit contains:  sugar water, blood stop gel,
non-stick gauze, non-stick tape, and vet
wrap. Does everyone know how to use the
materials?

 What do you do with a bird that is injured or
stressed and can not be released?  Is there a
wildlife rehabilitation center that will take
it?  What do you do if a bird dies?  Can
you donate it to a natural history museum
or university?  Is there a wildlife health
agency that would like to assess it for
disease?  What are the legal requirements
for the jurisdiction that you operate in?
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 What kind of injury would require
euthanisation, and what method would
you use?  Our ACC has directed that we
use cervical dislocation for small birds
(AVMA 2020), but other jurisdictions may
recommend other methods, such as rapid
cardiac compression (Engilis et al. 2018),
so check requirements in the jurisdiction
you work.

The goal, of course, is to have no injuries or 
mortalities of birds that we capture and band, but 
both do happen (Spotswood et al. 2012). We can 
take steps to reduce their occurrence.  Establishing 
a bird handling protocol makes you think about 
how to improve bird safety at your site and 
demonstrates a high level of professionalism and 
due diligence.  
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Because most of these tools (1) are used by bird 
banders, (2) are often affixed to birds during the 
course of banding operations, (3) strive to gain 
much of the same information as bird banding, 
and (4) are often seamlessly integrated into unified 
research designs, we believe it is time to change 
the mission and the name of the Eastern, Inland, 
and Western Bird Banding Associations, and 
our flagship publication, North American Bird 
Bander, to reflect the diversity of tools utilized by 
the profession.
As the field of ornithology evolves, and a younger, 
more diverse, and more technophilic work force 
comes of age, embracing these new technologies 
in our name and “branding” would make our 
organizations more modern, innovative, and 
inclusive.  In our experience, “bird banding” 
is viewed by some as rather old fashioned, and 
implications of “ring and fling” science are 
inevitable.  As one long-time bander has noted, it 
is odd that the EBBA, IBBA, WBBA, and even the 
North American Banding Council are professional 
associations formed around what is essentially a 
field method, rather than, say, a scientific objective, 
such as understanding the movement ecology of 

birds.  Bringing other tracking technologies “into 
the fold” makes sense in that it would broaden 
and slightly redirect the focus of our organizations 
toward the essence of what bird banding aims to 
do:  to protect and conserve birds by understanding 
their movements, demographics, and general 
ecology.  We also believe it will help reestablish 
banding as critical to the field of ornithology.

So, what might this new “branding” look like?  
Here are a few ideas to get the ball rolling: 
Western Association of Applied Bird Science 
Western Association of Avian Research Support 
Western Association of Avian Migration & 
Research Monitoring 
Western Avian Migration & Monitoring Working 
Group 
Western Association of In-hand Ornithology
Western Avian Demographics and Movements 
We hope this is only the start of a much longer 
conversation in which we can reach a wider 
consensus.  (We use as an identifier “Western”, 
as that is where all the authors are members, 
but obviously they could apply to any BBA that 
wishes to come along for the ride).  What are your 
ideas?  Let us hear from you. 
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