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PRIORITY
SPECIES

02.prairies

01.urban

03.bayou corridors

Fueled by booming economic growth, Texas is currently the 3rd 
fastest growing state in the nation. Eight of the fifteen fastest 
growing large cities in the United States are in Texas, and today, 
roughly 85% of Texans live in a major metropolitan area. This 
unprecedented growth is taking a heavy toll on resources vital to 
the health and stability of both Houston’s urban landscapes and 
the birds that rely on these environments.

Although the Greater Houston Area supports eight separate 
ecoregions, urban landscapes, prairies, and bayou corridors are 
three of the most impacted areas within Houston’s city limits.   As 
development in Houston continues outwards, more and more of 
these ecosystems are impacted. Understanding the importance of 
these ecosystems and the role they serve to priority bird species is 
critical to the development of bird friendly habitats.

What’s left of Houston’s prairies is a dwindling reminder of the 
once nine-million-acre system that covered parts of present-day 
Texas and Louisiana.  Similar to the tall-grass prairies of the 
Midwest, these coastal prairie systems are best maintained by the 
wildfires and drought that have historically prevented invasive 
species from taking over. With development continuing to invade 
Houston’s Katy Prairie, the 300+ species of resident and migratory 
birds remain at risk.

Locally known as The Bayou City, Houston’s wild and winding 
signature waterways weave their way around neighborhoods, 
across landscapes, and right through the cities dense central 
business district. These natural resources within our community 
not only provide opportunities to enjoy the outdoors but also 
mitigate damage from floods, recharge underground water 
supplies, clean stormwater and serve as habitats for wetland 
species both native and migratory to the Gulf Coast.
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CAROLINA CHICKADEE

EASTERN MEADOWLARK

BELTED KINGFISHER

CAROLINA WREN

LOGGERHEAD SHRIKE NORTHERN HARRIER

EASTERN SCREECH OWL

OSPREYGREAT BLUE HERON

NORTHERN CARDINAL

SEDGE WREN

SNOWY EGRET

RED-BELLIED WOODPECKER

SCISSOR-TAILED FLYCATCHER

WOOD DUCK

01.urban species

02.PRAIRIE SPECIES

03.bayou corridor species
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CHARACTERISTICS
The most valuable habitat in the developed environment is one that has connectivity 
to other habitats. This means more developed sites can increase habitat value more 
readily if adjacent to waterways, parks, and other open spaces. Connectivity allows 
both limited-range species to move into adjacent habitat and larger ranging species to 
access resources dispersed across a broader area. For migratory species, persistence 
of a bird depends on its ability to find favorable habitats en-route to their destination. 

Connectivity and/or proximity can help to meet the needs for species with ranges larger 
than your property size. Even if not large in acreage, a site can become a link between other 
sites with larger habitat areas. Continuous linkages are most desirable but, if close enough 
together, a site can become a stepping stone between adjacent habitats. The opportunity 
to add different options for water on a site and preserve or add a significant number of 
native trees, shrubs, grasses and wildflowers will enhance the value of the site for wildlife. 

The first step to including wildlife habitat into a plan for a developing or previously 
developed site is to create a Wildlife Management Plan. A plan prepared by a biologist or 
other knowledgeable professional will improve the chances of successfully creating quality 
habitat. The plan may include the following steps:

1.	 Evaluate existing potential of the site, existing vegetation, open space, surrounding land use, availability of water, and proximity to adjacent parks or open space.
2.	 Analyze the on-site space available to be reserved for the development or enhancement of habitat.
3.	 Determine goals of one or more selected bird species.
4.	 Determine what the requirements are particular to the selected species and analyze what is lacking within the home range of your featured species.
5.	 Remove or reduce liabilities to birds.
6.	 Preserve and/or restore existing habitat.
7.	 Develop a plan that fits the sites goal for bird habitat, also allowing for restrictions and budget.
8.	 Identify the sequence for implementation.
9.	 Create long-term management plan for habitat areas.
10. 	 Document a long-term maintenance plan for the entire site that integrates how maintenance of  the site may influence birds and bird habitat.

CROSS CREEK RANCH
SWA GROUP, HOUSTON
Photograph: JONNU SINGLETON
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In nature the forests has layers, from high in the tree tops of the canopy, to the understory and 
groundcovers below, to the prairies and waterways nearby. Structure matters for birds, and different 
species need different levels of structure made up of different types of vegetation. Every kind of bird 
has its own preferred habitat. Larger birds may nest and hunt in high places. Some birds may prefer 
evergreen trees and some deciduous. Smaller birds may nest in dense shrubs and still others may 
nest or feed in waterways. Some birds adapt and build their homes on man-made structures such as 
building niches or walls. 

HABITAT COMPOSITION
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FOOD

02. NECTAR

01. INSECTS

01

03

02

04

03. FRUITS

04. NUTS & SEEDS

A nectivore feeds on flower nectar. The most well known nectivorous birds are the 
more than 300 species of Hummingbirds in the world. Nectivorous birds will visit both 
flowers and nectar feeders. Many other birds will also eat some nectar, including Finches, 
Woodpeckers, Chickadees and Orioles.

Insectivorous birds are specialized carnivores that feed on insects, from gnats to 
mosquitoes to dragonflies. Flycatchers and Warblers are insectivorous, and most birds 
will eat insects to feed hatchlings sufficient protein for healthy growth. Other types of 
birds that are primarily insectivorous their entire lives include Swallows, Swifts, Martins, 
Dippers and Nighthawks.

Developing an understanding of the unique and individual diets of target species is 
essential when creating a bird friendly habitat. Each species of bird has varying dietary 
preferences and means of acquisition often connected to the changing seasons. By 
understanding the many different types of diets and using that knowledge to your 
advantage, plant selections can be made to attract individual species to your site. 

Frugivorous birds, or frugivores, are fruit-eating specialists. Orioles, Waxwings and 
Tanagers are all frugivorous and will eat fruit, as well as berries in . Many other birds will 
also sample fruit, including Thrushes, Grouse, Quail, Jays, Wrens, and even some Finches 
and Sparrows. Many tropical birds also eat fruit. Frugivorous birds may be considered 
pests in orchards.

A granivore eats primarily grains or seeds. Many birds are granivorous, including 
Sparrows and Finches. These are easy birds to attract with different types of birdseed. 
Planting seed-bearing flowers in the yard or opting for ornamental grasses are easy ways 
to provide natural foods for granivores. Many of these birds also eat large amounts of 
weed seeds or spilled grain in fields.
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WATER

RESTING

DRINKING and FEEDING

PREENING

Although most species of birds consume water daily, their 
mechanisms of consumption are much different from that of 
mammals. With a few exceptions most birds lack to ability to 
create suction when ingesting water, leaving them to resort to 
other methods. While most species fill their beaks with water, 
relying on gravity to do the rest, some species are able to lap 
water, similar to cats and dogs. Other species such as swifts and 
swallows, however, skim along the surface of ponds, lakes and 
rivers, collecting water as they fly. 

Like all living organisms, birds require water. While most species obtain water by drinking, some species 
with very moist diets, such as Hummingbirds and other nectar-feeding avians, obtain their water almost 
exclusively from their food. Aside from meeting dietary needs, water can also be essential as a medium 
for activities such as preening and resting. 

Second only to eating, preening is one of the most common 
behaviors in bird species. With up to 25,000 individual feathers, 
regular preening keeps them both healthy and strong. While 
preening, birds remove dust, dirt and parasites while aligning 
each individual feather relative to adjacent feathers, adding a 
protective coating of oil during the process. Most species will 
preen several times a day to maintain a healthy well-being. 

Most smaller species flock towards dense brush and foliage to 
avoid predators while they rest, though some larger species can 
often be found resting on or around bodies of water. Depending on 
the species, size, and individual characteristics, most waterfowl, 
such as Ducks, Herons, Egrets and Shorebirds, are ill equipped 
to rest in traditional environments such as brush and foliage. 
Many of these species rely on adaptations such as reacting to 
vibrations in the water to alert them of imminent threats. 
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PROBLEM 01: 
REFLECTION

PROBLEM 02: 
Lighting

PROBLEM 03: 
Transparency

When observing most buildings from the outside 
in, architectural glass is often highly reflective 
especially when being viewed from an oblique 
angle. Under proper conditions and circumstances, 
just about every type of architectural glass 
reflects surrounding vegetation and trees, as 
well as the clouds and sky above mimicking and 
reproducing habitats birds find both familiar and 
enticing. Birds are often killed as they attempt 
to fly around or through perceived passageways 
that are in fact reflections of vegetation and 
trees. Reflections caused by architectural 
glass pose the greatest threat to most species. 

In an attempt to access vegetation, shelter, 
food, and water, birds often strike transparent 
glass of buildings and structures during daylight 
hours. When landscapes are developed within 
a building’s interior, birds are often lured 
inside beyond the glass separating them by the 
prospect of shelter, food and water. This threat, 
however, is magnified when transparent glass is 
installed on opposite ends of a building or used at 
treatment along the corners of structures. Birds 
will often perceive these transparent structures 
as unobstructed passageway and fly into glass 
without noticing the obstacle in their way.

During evening hours, overnight, and well into 
the early morning, the illumination of large 
structures and buildings has the tendency to create 
a particularly hazardous environment to migrating 
nocturnal species. While flying at heights of well 
over 500 feet, migrants rely heavily on visual cues 
and references below to maintain orientation and 
trajectory. Weather conditions can cause birds 
to become trapped in an illuminated zone where 
they will often become disoriented, circling until 
they regain their sense of awareness. This circling 
can lead to exhaustion, predation, or in worst 
case scenarios lethal collision with buildings.









28

T Y P E

CA N O P Y

CA N O P Y

CA N O P Y

CA N O P Y

CA N O P Y

CA N O P Y

CA N O P Y

CA N O P Y

CA N O P Y

CA N O P Y

S C I E N T I F I C

T I L I A  A M E R I CA N A

U L M U S  A M E R I CA N A

A C E R  R U B R U M 
VA R .  D R U M M O N D I I

J U N I P E R U S  V I R G I N I A N A

C E LT I S  L A E V I G ATA

P I N U S  TA E DA

Q U E R C U S  S H U M A R D I I

Q U E R C U S  FA L CATA

Q U E R C U S  N I G R A

Q U E R C U S  P H E L L O S

C O M M O N

A M E R I C A N
B A S S W O O D

A M E R I C A N
E L M

D R U M M O N D
R E D  M A P L E

E A S T E R N
R E D  C E D A R

H A C K B E R R Y

L O B L O L L Y
P I N E

S H U M A R D
O A K

S O U T H E R N
R E D  O A K

W A T E R
O A K

W I L L O W
O A K

F R U I T / S E E D SI N S E C T S N E C T A R F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O L O R

FA L L  C O L O R

FA L L  C O L O R
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F R U I T S / S E E D S F L O W E R S C O L O RI N S E C T S N E C T A RC O M M O N

A M E R I C A N
B E A U T Y B E R R Y

A M E R I C A N 
H O R N B E A M

A R R O W W O O D
V I B U R N U M

M E X I C A N
P L U M

P A R S L E Y
H A W T H O R N

P O S S U M H A W

R O U G H L E A F
D O G W O O D

T U R K ’ S
C A P

S O U T H E R N
W A X M Y R T L E

S C I E N T I F I C

CA L I CA R PA  A M E R I CA N A

CA R P I N U S  CA R O L I N I A N A

V I B U R N U M  D E N TAT U M

P R U N U S  M E X I CA N A

C R ATA E G U S  M A R S H A L I I

I L E X  D E C I D UA

C O R N U S  D R U M M O N D I I

M A LVAV I S C U S  A R B O R E U S
VA R .  D R U M M O N D I I

M O R E L L A  C E R I F E R A

I L E X  V O M I T O R I A
Y A U P O N

H O L L Y

U N D E R S T O RY

U N D E R S T O RY

U N D E R S T O RY

U N D E R S T O RY
P R A I R I E  E D G E

T Y P E

U N D E R S T O RY
P R A I R I E  E D G E

U N D E R S T O RY
P R A I R I E  E D G E

U N D E R S T O RY
P R A I R I E  E D G E

U N D E R S T O RY

U N D E R S T O RY

U N D E R S T O RY

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

FA L L  C O L O R

FA L L  C O L O R
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C O M M O N S C I E N T I F I C

A N D R O P O G O N  G E R A R D I I

B U S H Y
B L U E S T E M

B I G
B L U E S T E M

A N D R O P O G O N  G L O M E R AT U S

E A S T E R N
G A M A G R A S S

T R I P S A C U M  DA C T Y L O I D E S

G U L F
C O R D G R A S S

S PA R T I N A  S PA R T I N A E

G U L F
M U H L Y

M U H L E N B E R G I A  CA P I L L A R I S

I N D I A N G R A S S S O R G H A S T R U M  N U TA S

I N L A N D
S E A O A T S

C H A S M A N T H I U M  L AT I F O L I U M

S I L V E R
B L U E S T E M

B O T H R I O C H L OA  L A G U R O I D E S

S U G A R C A N E
P L U M E G R A S S

S A C C H A R U M  G I G A N T E U M

S W I T C H G R A S S PA N I C U M  V I R G AT U M

T Y P E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

U N D E R S T O RY
P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

U N D E R S T O RY

F R U I T SI N S E C T S N E C T A R F L O W E R S C O L O R

FA L L  C O L O R

FA L L  C O L O R
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C O M M O N S C I E N T I F I C

A S C L E P I A S  P E R E N N I S
A Q U A T I C

M I L K W E E D

L I AT R I S  S P P.
B L A Z I N G

S T A R

S A LV I A  A Z U R E A
B L U E
S A G E

L O B E L I A  CA R D I N A L I S
C A R D I N A L

F L O W E R

A S C L E P I A S  V I R I D I S
G R E E N

M I L K W E E D

P E N S T E M O N  T E N U I S
G U L F  C O A S T
P E N S T E M O N

G A I L L A R D I A  P U L C H E L L A
I N D I A N

B L A N K E T

C O R E O P S I S  L A N C E O L ATA
L A N C E L E A F
C O R E O P S I S

H E L I A N T H I S  M AX I M I L I A N I
M A X I M I L I A N
S U N F L O W E R

R U D B E C K I A  T E XA N A
T E X A S 

C O N E F L O W E R

F R U I T S F L O W E R S C O L O RI N S E C T S N E C T A R

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

U N D E R S T O RY

T Y P E

U N D E R S T O RY
P R A I R I E  E D G E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

P R A I R I E

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S

C O N S P I C U O U S
F L O W E R S
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PESTICIDES

POLLUTANTS
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PREDATORS

LIMITING THREATS
PREDATORS

PESTICIDES

POLLUTANTS

Domestic cats have been introduced into new habitats across the globe with terrible results. 
Outdoors cats are a non-native and invasive species that threaten birds and other wildlife, disrupt 
ecosystems, and spread disease. Cats, now numbering well over 100 million in the United States, 
kill over 2 billion birds and 12 billion mammals every year in the U.S. alone, making cat predation 
by far the largest human-caused mortality threat to birds. Over 70 percent of those birds are killed 
by an estimated 70 to 80 million stray or feral cats.  More birds die from cat encounters than from 
collisions with buildings, communication towers, vehicles or poisoning by pesticides. Two-thirds of 
the killers’ avian victims are resident species while one-third are migratory species. 

The use of pesticides accounts for the majority of wildlife  poisonings reported to the EPA each year. 
Birds are particularly vulnerable as they feed on the ground and often mistake pesticide granules for 
food. Pesticides also kill the insects that birds rely upon as an essential food source. It is estimated  
that approximately seven million birds are killed each year due to the aesthetic use of pesticides. 
Pesticides are also routinely used to control weeds and vegetation along roadsides and borders 
which are used by wildlife as habitat for nesting and raising their young. When a bird or small 
mammal is sickened by pesticides, they neglect their young, abandon their nests, and become more 
susceptible to disease and predators.

Pollution is all around us; it’s in the water we drink, the food we eat, and the air we breathe. Humans, 
however, are not the only species that are tasked with combating the adverse effects of pollution. 
For many avian species pollution presents itself in my forms. From noise and light pollution, which 
restricts certain species abilities to communicate and travel, to water pollution which can cause 
illness and death in species dependent on healthy bodies of water as a habitat, it is becoming 
increasingly important to do everything in our ability to mitigate these issues and protect the 
species around us. 

Threats to bird populations cause the loss of billions of birds each hear.  Predators such as cats, the use of pesticides and 
other chemicals in our landscapes, and environmental pollutants are significant factors responsible for the loss of birds in 
the U.S.  Limiting these threats in existing or constructed habitat is important to the survival of bird populations.
















