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Important and Exciting News for the Christmas Bird Count Program

The CBC is now FREE!
After nearly two years of internal discussions, budget modeling, head-scratching, and intense decision-making, two major changes

will come to the Christmas Bird Count program effective with the upcoming 113th Count in December 2012.  

First, the CBC is now a free program. Audubon will no longer charge the $5.00 fee of field participants.  

Second, to minimize the effects of the loss of fee income, American Birds will no longer be printed on paper and mailed to

participants, and Audubon will move to an online delivery of the summary results of the CBC.
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History and Change

The past 10 years have brought many changes to both
the CBC program and Audubon. Christmas Bird Count
data are now entered and reviewed entirely online, and
the complete 112-year span of data are available in an
interactive database. With the results of all CBCs avail-
able online, American Birds was trimmed down to a slim
128-page publication that could be sent to the majority
of field participants as part of their fee. But the publica-
tion of American Birds has continued to consume a
significant portion of the annual CBC budget raised by
the fees, as outlined in the budget summary shared with
all compilers.

Since the initiation of the mandatory Christmas Bird
Count field participant fee more than five decades ago
($0.50 in 1955), that aspect of the CBC has understand-
ably been less-than-popular for participants and
compilers alike. Some field observers felt strongly that
their efforts were more than enough donation to the pro-
gram, and for most compilers the collection of the fees
was the least pleasant aspect of their CBC tasks each sea-
son. However, the National Audubon Society, like all
not-for-profit conservation organizations, must raise all
the funds it spends each fiscal year to run the CBC pro-
gram. Hence the Christmas Bird Count has to this point
continued as a fee-based program, though the fee has not
been raised from $5.00 in over 20 years.

The conservation and ornithological communities
have embraced the CBC database as well as its breeding
season counterpart, the Breeding Bird Survey (BBS), as a
critical tool for the understanding of the health of our
continent’s avifauna. With the availability of the com-
plete database online, information has been readily
accessed by far more researchers than ever before. As
summarized in many of the feature articles in American
Birds over the past 20 years much has been learned about
our birds from the analyses of CBC data. Christmas Bird

For well over 100 years, conservation-minded birdwatchers
have taken to the field during the holiday season to find—
and count—birds. The personal reasons for the dedication
abound; some in the spirit of tradition, others for the
camaraderie, many in the hope of sighting a rare bird, and
yet others just for the fun of a day outside birding.
Whatever the catalyst, the data generated by tens of thou-
sands of birders over 112 years have become invaluable to
our understanding of the status of bird populations across
the hemisphere, and how they change over time.
Photos/Hilary Wood

Fifty years ago Christmas Bird
Counts spanned the continent,
but both the number of counts
and the number of birders were
far lower. Still, the data provide
a yardstick by which to compare
numbers present and future.
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Count data are becoming increasingly
important in the predictive analyses of
the future impacts of global climate
change on the North American avifau-
na. A major focus of the National
Audubon Society with our bird conser-
vation efforts is to designate and protect
Important Bird Areas (IBAs)—areas
critical to birds at risk. The predictive
modeling utilizing CBC and BBS data
will help Audubon understand the
potential needs of at-risk species not
only in the present but also over time as
our climate changes. New IBAs will
need to take these changes into consid-
eration—and protect areas for birds not
only at present but in the future.

Participants have their say

To help Audubon make important
decisions regarding the Christmas Bird
Count program, we invited people
involved with the count to participate in
an online survey earlier this year. The
results of the online survey that many of
you participated in last spring were very
enlightening and are summarized here
on the pages that follow. The 130 pages
of written comments were the most
telling aspects of the survey feedback.
Some people understand the fee and
don’t mind paying it, but the main
thrust of written comments was that the
fee is a major obstacle to the program,
and the strong message was that more
people would be involved, more counts
would be included in the CBC database,
and more accurate effort data would be
collected if the fee was dropped.

Also highly informative were peoples’
comments regarding the magazine in
your hands—American Birds. While a
few folks commented that they enjoyed
the information it contains and enjoy
reading at least parts of it each year, the
primary sentiment expressed was that
recipients do not value American Birds in
its current format, that they do not read
most of it, and some find it a “waste of

Above: Graphs of selected results from online CBC survey, Questions 2 and 8.
Below: Birding is a wonderful and rewarding passion; renowned field ornithologists and
beginning birders may often rub elbows on Christmas Bird Counts. Here David Sibley
joins a group in the field on the Concord, Massachusetts, CBC.  Photo/Hilary Wood
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paper and money.” Many survey respon-
dents felt that an interactive, online
version of the magazine would better
suit their needs—especially if the partic-
ipation fee was dropped.

Future plans for the CBC

In order to continue to fund the
Christmas Bird Count program in the
long term, Audubon will be moving to a
voluntary donation model for the CBC. 

The online delivery of American Birds
via a new interactive web presence
including photos, summaries, and fea-
tures can now be presented online as
they are completed. Most critically, a
new Citizen Science gateway will enable
Audubon to be in touch directly with
those participants who elect to take part
and directly service the needs of partici-
pants as well as compilers. 

While the integrity of the CBC is cru-
cial to maintain for its bird trend data, it
has become equally important for the
ability to engage people in other citizen
science projects. Toward that end
Audubon will be expanding its Citizen
Science projects, and the CBC will, of
course, be a cornerstone program. 

Audubon extends our deepest thanks
to all of you—participants, compilers, and
regional editors—for your long-standing
dedication to the Christmas Bird Count
program. We especially appreciate your
willingness to share your views with us,
and this information has been crucial to
the decisions summarized here.

Here’s to a new and exciting future for
the Christmas Bird Count … and other
citizen science projects!

Geoff LeBaron
Kathy Dale
Don Ekström
Gary Langham

Citizen Science Group,
Science Division,
National Audubon Society

Above: Graphs of selected results from online CBC survey, Questions 9 and 10.
Below: Tromp, stop, look, count…repeat. Rarities may mingle with mixed flocks of
common species on Christmas Bird Counts, and each bird sighted or heard is duly
tallied on field sheets before the end-of-day compilation.  Photo/Hilary Wood
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that was then

The original announcement of mandatory CBC participant fee,
announced by Allan Cruickshank in the 55th CBC:

“We appreciate the $596.95 voluntarily contributed by

participants in the 55th Christmas Bird Count to help

defray the cost of publication. Because of skyrocketing

printing costs and the ever mounting annual deficit, those

who direct Audubon Field Notes find it necessary to state

that from now on every observer will be required to pay

an entry fee for each count in which he participates. It

will be the compiler’s responsibility to include the

prescribed fee from each participant listed as helping in

his count. A revised set of regulations for Christmas Bird

Counts is being formulated and will be pub listed in

Audubon Field Notes before the next count period. At

that time the amount of the entry fee will be stated.”

The fee announced was $0.50 per person, effective in the 56th
CBC, conducted December 1955-January 1956.
Photo/Hilary Wood

Important and Exciting News for the Christmas Bird Count Program
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…this is now.
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