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NY BBA III! If you attended the NYSOA Annual Meeting you could feel the excitement. It was 

here that Ian Davies of the Cornell Lab of Ornithology introduced NYS birders to the basics of 

atlasing in an eBird world. In 2020 New York will become the first state to embark upon its third 

breeding bird atlas project using eBird as its data platform.  

  

Bird atlases are nothing new in our state, or elsewhere for that matter. Atlas projects are designed 

to map the distribution, and sometimes the relative abundance, of breeding birds across a defined 

geographic region during a set period of time. According to the North American Ornithological 

Atlas Committee (NORAC), bird atlases have been completed in the majority of states and 

provinces in the US and Canada since 1975. New York’s first two atlases took place from 1980-

1985 and 2000-2005 using thousands of volunteers to conduct the field surveys. Our work 

produced comprehensive and current information on the distribution of New York’s birds. It 

documented avian diversity across the state and discovered previously unknown breeding sites 

for uncommon species. No other survey has provided such thorough and comprehensive data on 

the birds of New York State, and after twenty years, it is time to do it again. 

  

Recognizing that bird atlases are complex, large-scale, collaborative projects, NYSOA asked the 

New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYS DEC) to organize a kick off 

meeting that took place at the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology in January of 2015. This 

meeting brought together representatives from government agencies and NGOs from across the 

state and resulted in the establishment of an interim Steering Committee for NY BBA III. This 

group, led by DEC, was able to secure substantial federal funding for the atlas. These funds will 

be administered by the SUNY College of Environmental Science and Forestry’s New York 

Natural Heritage Program (NYNHP) through a Memorandum of Understanding with DEC. 

  

With funding secured, the Steering Committee began the hard work of organizing both itself and 

the project. From the beginning, seven parties have participated in quarterly meetings, including 

the DEC, NYNHP, SUNY ESF, NYSOA, eBird (Cornell Lab of Ornithology), the New York 

Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit, and Audubon New York. However, with so many 

players it has been important for us to clearly establish our roles and responsibilities by agreeing 

on operating procedures and establishing committees. The organizational chart shown here 

reflects our current structure. Our collaborative approach takes advantage of the strengths of each 

organization. For example, government agencies and 501(c)(3) organizations, like NYSOA and 

Audubon, typically have access to different funding sources. NYSOA has already been able to 



apply for at least one grant available only to registered NGOs. Similarly, eBird and the Cornell 

Lab of Ornithology, with their experience running citizen science projects and database 

management infrastructure, are well positioned to store atlas data and host the project website. 

  

Of course, the use of eBird as an atlas data entry tool is one of the big differences between this 

atlas and previous NYS BBAs. We are fortunate that New York is not the only state exploring 

this methodology. Wisconsin, Virginia, and Maine are all using the eBird platform for their 

breeding bird atlases, which are already underway. Although there are many details to be worked 

out, the atlas eBird platform includes a state atlas portal for birders participating in the project, 

but data from other birders who use breeding codes can also be included. Protections for 

sensitive species can be built into the data entry process and maps can be brought into the field 

electronically. eBird can produce real-time effort maps so under- or unsurveyed blocks are 

immediately evident. The instant availability of eBird data to those in the field will identify 

species needing breeding code upgrades in a particular block. To date, sixty-five percent of the 

data from states using eBird data entry platforms has come in via the eBird mobile app. The 

Steering Committee recognizes that not every atlaser will be able to become an eBird user, and 

we know we will need to provide a mechanism to capture important breeding bird data that come 

to us in other ways. However, having the data in eBird not only provides all the advantages 

already mentioned, it also contributes to a global database that informs bird conservation and 

research. This commitment to birds and their habitats is the most compelling reason for using the 

eBird platform for data entry. With the help of workshops, classes, mentoring, and tutoring, we 

hope to bring more birders into the world of eBird and build a community of bird 

conservationists.  

  

Finally, we are excited to announce that Julie Hart was hired to fill the position of Atlas Project 

Coordinator beginning January 14, 2019. Julie beat out an outstanding field of nearly 80 

applicants who sought this position. She impressed the Search Committee with her combination 

of scientific training, field work, large-scale citizen science, and project management experience. 

Some New York birders will remember Julie from the years she spent in New York working on 

the Important Bird Areas program with Audubon New York. During this time, she was based at 

the Cornell Lab where she had the opportunity to work on eBird during its development. From 

2007 to 2009 Julie was a Conservation Biologist for the Vermont Center for Ecostudies. In this 

position she recruited, trained, and organized more than 150 volunteers for Mountain Birdwatch, 

a project that monitors high-elevation birds in New York, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. 

Julie has participated in bird atlases in Vermont and Connecticut and she has trained volunteers 

to use eBird. Her most recent position as a Database Manager for Yale’s Map of Life project 

involved managing large datasets not unlike those generated by a bird atlas.  

  

With the next Steering Committee scheduled for late January, Julie has had to hit the ground 

running, but having an individual whose job and sole responsibility is the management and 

coordination of the atlas project comes as a great relief to those of us on the committee. Julie will 

work in DEC offices in Albany as a part of the staff of the New York Natural Heritage Program 

and she will be supervised by Matt Schlesinger, Co-chair of the NY BBA III Steering 

Committee. However, the success of a project as large, complex, collaborative, and long term as 

our state atlas depends first and foremost on large numbers of skilled volunteers to gather the 

data. In the next year, before the Great Horned Owls start to breed, we will be asking you to 



commit to field surveys using atlas methodology. We will want you to go places that you’ve 

never been before, and we will need you to watch and document the birds you see in a new and 

different ways. Are you up to the challenge? I don’t know about you, but I can hardly wait. 

 

 

[This article first appeared in New York Birders, a publication of NYSOA] 

 


