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As someone who en 
joys the outdoors,  
you may have no-

ticed metallic or brightly col-
ored bands on the legs of some 
birds. If you are an avid birder 
or hunter, you may have actu-

Reporting Bird Bands
 By Gene Carver, Wildlife Biologist

Banding

ally gotten close enough to read 
the information written on these 
bands. The small print will in-
clude a number code and an 
address or a telephone number, 
or maybe just a cryptic message 
such as “AVISE BIRD BAND 

W A S H 
D C . ” 
These are 
all instruc-
t ions  for 
reporting 
i n f o r m a -
tion about 
t h e  b i r d 
you have 
observed, 
caught, or 
harvested.

B a n d -
ing of birds 
for identifi-
cation was 
first record-
ed  about 
1595. One 
o f  K i n g 
Henry IV’s 
Peregrine 
F a l c o n s 
was found 
over 1,300 
miles from 
w h e r e  i t 
w a s  l o s t 
a n d  w a s 

identified by its leg band. The 
first recorded banding of birds 
in North America was by John 
James Audubon in 1803. He tied 
silver cords on the legs of nest-
ling phoebes and identified two 
of them when they returned 
the next year. Dr. Paul Bartsch 
of the Smithsonian Institute 
started the first systematic, 
scientific banding program of 
birds in North America in 1902. 
He banded 23 black-crowned 
night herons with serial num-
bered leg bands with the return 
address of “Return to Smithso-
nian Institute.”

Jointly administered by The 
U.S. Department of the Inte-
rior and the Canadian Wildlife 
Service, the North American 
Bird Banding Program began 
in 1920. Over 63 million birds 
have been banded and over 3.5 
million have been recovered 
and reported under this pro-
gram.  Bird bands range in size 
from very small to fit a hum-
mingbird leg to very large to fit 
the leg of a trumpeter swan. No 
matter their size, the informa-
tion gained by reporting bird 
bands is significant.

Banding of all migratory 
birds in the United States is 
controlled under the Migratory 
Bird Treaty Act. The Bird Band-
ing Laboratory (BBL), located 
at the U.S. Geological Survey 
Patuxent Wildlife Research 
Center controls and issues all 
federal bands and banding per-
mits.  A federal banding permit 
is required, and only federal 
bands may be used on wild 
migratory birds. Only federal 
and state authorized individual 


