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Conservation

As someone who enjoys the 
outdoors, you may have noticed 
metallic or brightly colored bands 
on the legs of some birds. If you are 
an avid birder or hunter, you may 
have actually gotten close enough 
to read the information written on 
these bands. The small print will 
include a number code and an 
address or a telephone number, or 
maybe just a cryptic message such 
as “AVISE BIRD BAND WASH 
DC.” These are all instructions for 
reporting information about the 
bird you have observed, caught, 
or harvested.

Banding of birds for identifica-
tion was first recorded about 1595. 
One of King Henry IV’s Peregrine 
Falcons was found over 1,300 
miles from where it was lost and 
was 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 band-
ing program of birds in North 
America in 1902. He banded 23 
black-crowned night herons with 
serial numbered leg bands with 
the return address of “Return to 
Smithsonian Institute.”

Jointly administered by The 
U.S. Department of the Interior 
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 program.  Bird bands range 
in size from very small to fit a 
hummingbird leg to very large to 
fit the leg of a trumpeter swan. No 
matter their size, the information 
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 Banding Laboratory 
(BBL), located at the U.S. Geologi-
cal Survey Patuxent Wildlife Re-
search Center controls and issues 
all federal bands and banding 
permits.  A federal banding permit 
is required, and only federal bands 
may be used on wild migratory 
birds. Only federal and state au-
thorized individual agencies are 
allowed to band waterfowl species 
because the banding information 
is used to set harvest and season 
regulations.

Permitted banders include fed-
eral and state agencies, university 
researchers, and private individu-
als. Permit applicants must be able 
to show they are qualified to safely 
capture, handle, and band birds.  

Bird banding data is helpful 
in both research and manage-
ment programs. The band on a 
bird identifies that individual 
and can provide knowledge of its 
movement, survival and behavior. 
Bird band data is used to study 
bird habitat use, reproduction, 
and migration patterns; monitor 
populations; assess and manage 
endangered species; and set hunt-
ing regulations.

All federal metal bands, aux-
iliary markers such as colored 
leg and neckbands for geese, and 
bands from foreign governments 
should be reported to the Bird 
Banding Laboratory by calling the 
telephone number on the band or 
logging onto http://www.pwrc.
usgs.gov/BBL and following the 
links on how to identify and re-
port a bird band. The reporter will 
receive information on when and 
where the bird was banded. 

One ongoing project could 
make bands visible to our citizens. 
Alabama is one of 27 states cur-
rently participating in a mourning 

Reporting Bird Bands
By Gene Carver, Wildlife Biologist


