
WINTER 
BIRD-FEEDING 

IN ALASKA 
Winter is a quiet season for birds in Alaska. Most 
migrate south to wintering areas in the Lower 48, 
Mexico, South America, and Polynesia. But, some 
species remain in Alaska through the winter. . 

Even in the northernmost regions of Alaska, some 
ravens, snowy owls, and gyrfalcons remain, and off­
shore, murres and a few gulls linger near openings in 
the pack ice. 

Over 2 5 species endure the harsh winters of interior 
and western Alaska, and over 1 00 stay through the 
milder coastal winters of southcoastal and 
southeastern Alaska. 

Diverse in form, colors and habits, Alaska's winter 
birds fascinate observers. However, low numbers of 
birds, their secretive habits, and the short winter 
days make bird-watching difficult. Cold binoculars 
and frozen fingers don't help matters, either! 
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Bird-feeding is a popular way of attracting some winter birds to areas where their beauty and 
activities can be enjoyed. This hobby is a rewarding way to learn more about birds and other 
wildlife. The success of a bird-feeding station is determined by the time it is operated, the 
types of food offered, and the placement of feeders. The following information is meant to help 
you operate a feeding station that will attract a variety of birds. More information on bird­
feeding and on bird identification can be found at your local library or bookstore. 

WHEN TO FEED BIRDS: Some birds will visit feeders year-round once they are familiar with 
the location of a dependable food supply. Birds are most easily attracted in winter, however, 
because natural food supplies are least abundant then. Feeders should be set up in late summer 
or early fall, then maintained through the winter and spring until natural food sources are again 
abundant. 

Once you begin feeding birds in the fall, you have made a commitment. A feeder often attracts 
,. more birds to an area than natural food sources can support. Thus, if you stopped feeding 

them, the birds might not be able to find enough food to survive. So, if you plan a vacation, be 
sure to have someone restock your feeder regularly while you are gone. 
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WHAT TO FEED BIRDS: Most birds that can be attracted to feeders are insect or seed 
eaters. Insect-eating species, such as chickadees and woodpeckers, are attracted by animal 
fats or "suet." This can be obtained from the grocery store, or trimmed from beef, pork, 
moose, caribou, or other wild meat. Fats that have a low water content are best in areas with 
severe cold, because they freeze at lower temperatures. 

Peanut butter, another fat, also attracts birds to feeders. Its sticky consistency occasionally 
causes problems for birds, so it should be mixed with melted animal fat and cornmeal or rolled 
oats. That expensive peanut butter will last longer if it is mixed with other ingredients, anyway. ! 

Seed-eating birds that can be attracted to feeders include pine siskins, sparrows, grosbeaks, : 
red polls, and cross bills. These species also eat suet, but seeds will attract them to your feeder. 
Unsalted sunflower seeds, thistle seeds, raw crushed peanuts, millet, scratch feed, various 
wild grains, and canary seeds are welcomed. Commercial wild bird seed mixes can be used, 
but they often contain filler seeds that are not eaten by many species. Often, you can mix your 
own "wild bird food" more economically. Seeds can be purchased from local feed, variety, 
and pet stores, or ordered from catalogues. When you first start your feeder, experiment with 
various seeds and find out which are preferred by the birds in your area. 

fruit-eating birds, such as pine grosbeaks and Bohemian waxwings, are rarely attracted to 
feeders, but when snow covers most natural berries, wild cranberries, blueberries, or dogwood 
berries occasionally attract these colorful species to a feeder. 

Gray jays, Steller's jays, black-billed magpies and common ravens eat a wide variety of foods. 
Sliced apple halves and left over table scraps may divert their attention from the suet long 
enough to give smaller birds a chance. Be careful not to give moldy food to birds, however, as 
it may cause illness and death. 

To prevent the spread of some avian diseases, food should not be spread on the ground, and 

feeders should.{ned and disinfected 'T' ~ 

OTHER ATTRACTIONS FOR BIRDS: Birds do not have teeth; instead, they grind food in 
their gizzards. Birds eat small pieces of sand and gravel, or "grit" to aid the grinding process. In 
winter, when the ground is covered by snow, suitable grit may be hard to find. You can supply 
grit to birds at the feeder in the form of crushed eggshells, coarse sand, or from boxes of-grit 
that are sold at variety and pet stores. 

Water in a bird bath or other container often attracts birds in spring and summer, but the costs 
of maintaining open water through the winter are not justified. Birds survive on water derived 
from foods they eat and from eating snow. 

Seed-eating birds, like crossbills, are sometimes attracted by salt and other minerals which can 
be supplied by a salt block. 

PLANTINGS FOR WILDLIFE: If your yard has few trees and/or shrubs, birds will probably 
not be attracted to a feeder. Their need for shelter and protection from predators is often 
stronger than their attraction to an artificial food source. Also, because birds will not normally 
visit your yard in search of natural food if there are no trees or shrubs, they would be unlikely to 
detect food in your feeder. Don't despair, however! Start planning to landscape your yard for 
birds. Spruce and hemlock trees provide excellent cover; birch, willow, and alder provide 
natural seed sources, and some berry-producing plants attract birds that rarely come to 
feeders. A brush pile also can provide cover for some birds. Vol. 1, No. 2 of the Wildlife 
Watcher's Report discusses landscaping to attract wildlife in Alaska. 



TYPES OF FEEDERS AND WHERE TO PLACE THEM: Different birds prefer 
different sorts of feeders and locations, so to get the most variety of birds, use . 
two or more feeders. A suet feeder on a tree and a window- or tray-feeder for 
seeds is the simplest combination. The feeders shown below are just examples, 
use your imagination to design feeders that match the landscape and architecture 
of your home. 

When deciding where to place your feeders, remember that birds need protection 
from wind and predators, and perches to use while waiting to use the feeder. 
Thus, a feeder placed in the middle of an open yard may attract few birds. Try to 
put your feeders near shrubs and trees. However, thick vegetation around a 
feeder may provide ambush cover for cats. Keep free roaming cats out of your 
yard if possible. 

Put your feeders where they can be easily observed from a window to get the 
most enjoyment from them. 

An old record or 
2 may be used as 
a squirrel guard 

Fish net or old pro­
duce bags can be 
made into hanging 
suet feeders. 

above a hanging 
feeder. -

This birch log feeder can 
be hung from a tree or an 
eave near a window. 1 Y:z" 
holes should be routed out 
to 1" or more in depth. Fill 
the holes with suet, or 
suet and seed mixtures. 

Staple 3 sides of a 8" by 9" sheet of Y:z" 
hardware cloth* to a 6" by 1 0" board. 
Buckle the hardware cloth 1 " on the bot­
tom and each side to form a 1 " deep 
pocket. Drill holes in the corners of the 
board for cords to go through. Fill the 
pocket with suet then tie the feeder on to 
a tree with the cords, 5 or more feet 
about the ground. 

Woodpeckers will use the 
feeder without perches, 
but other birds will 
appreciate perches. 

*In extremely cold weather, the tongues, eyelids, or feet of birds may 
stick to metal so plastic-coated hardware cloth may be preferable in 
western and central Alaska. 

Enclose tray feeders with a 
roof and two or more walls to 
protect the seeds and birds 
from snow, rain, and prevail­
ing winds. 

Use edging to prevent seed loss; a gap 
allows easier cleaning of the feeder. 

An inverted aluminum cone can be used to prevent squirrels from 
climbing the pole to a tray feeder. If trees or shrubs are nearby, 
however, squirrels will leap onto the feeder. 

A window feeder 
allows close-up bird­
watching. Place a 
wall on the feeder to 
protect seeds and 
birds from prevailing 
winds. 

An inverted moose antler hung from an eave makes a 
picturesque feeder. 



WINTER ABUNDANCES OF BIRDS THAT OFTEN COME TO FEEDERS IN ALASKA 

(c-common; u-uncommon; r-rare). The species visiting your feeder will depend on the region you are in and the 
local habitat (open or forested area; forest type; and coastal or inland site). 

Species 

Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 
Downy Woodpecker 
Hairy Woodpecker 
Northern Three-toed Woodpecker 
Black-backed Three-toed Woodpecker 
Steller's Jay 
Gray Jay 
Common Raven 
Black-billed Magpie 
Gray-headed Chickadee 
Black-capped Chickadee 
Boreal Chickadee 
Chestnut-backed Chickadee 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 
Winter Wren 
Pine Grosbeak 
Gray-crowned Rosy Finch 
Hoary Redpoll 
Common Redpoll 
Pine Siskin 
Red Crossbill 
White-winged Crossbill 
Dark-eyed Junco 
Tree Sparrow 
White-crowned Sparrow 
Golden-crowned Sparrow 
Fox Sparrow 
Snow Bunting 
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2 Sunflower seeds (unsalted; w/shells) 
3 Cracked peanuts, millet, and/or mixed grains 
4 Thistle seeds 
5 Kitchen scraps 
6 Berries 

'Distribution information from R. H. Armstroog, 1980. A Guide to the Birds of Alaska. Alaska Northwest Publishing Co. 

OTHER WILDLIFE ATTRACTED TO FEEDERS: Visits by squirrels can be a reward or the bane of bird 
feeding, depending on your outlook. RED SQUIRRELS visit feeders during the day and eat seeds, suet, and food 
scraps. Although many people enjoy their antics, their chittering, gnawing, and tendency to hog the feeder, 
irritates others. Ingenuity is required if you wish to keep them away from your feeders. 

NORTHERN FLYING SQUIRRELS are active only at night so most people are unaware of these fascinating 
creatures. Those who discover flying squirrels visiting their feeders are usually too interested in them to dislike 
their nighttime noises. Flying squirrels are particularly attracted to suet and sunflower seeds. 

HA~~. OWLS, AND SHRIKES are sometimes attracted to feeders by the bird activity around them. Sharp­
shinned hawks, boreal and saw-whet owls, and northern shrikes sometimes prey on chickadees, sparrows.- and 
other birds visiting a bird feeder. Their presence may affect numbers of birds visiting your feeder, but the chance 
to closely observe these uncommon and secretive birds should compensate for that. Predatory birds should not 7 
be harrassed or killed; all species are protected by both state and federal laws. 

Written and illustrated by Susan E. Quinlan, Nongame Biologist, Alaska Department of Fish and Game, 1 981 . 


