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In November 2010, I drove from Santa Cruz to the Salton Sea to see a wintering Taiga 

Bean-Goose that had wandered from Asia. It was on the way home from that 1,000 mile 

road trip that I seriously contemplated the ecological footprint of my lifelong obsession 

with birds. I could only imagine the cumulative environmental impact of hundreds of 

birders driving or flying to southern California to see this one goose. How much 

replanted Taiga forest would be needed to offset the amount of carbon our vehicles 

released to the atmosphere? 

When I was 5 years old, watching Song Sparrows in the backyard was enough for me, 

but my fascination with birds has grown into a more intense quest for knowledge and 

adventure. You can ask others about the spark that got them into birding, and you may 

hear about an Osprey catching a fish, a hummingbird hovering a foot from the face, or 

some other interesting story. Once our eyes have been opened to their beauty and 

diversity, we can no longer walk through life oblivious to the birds all around us. We 

begin by learning to identify the local avifauna, and nearly every bird we encounter is a 

new and exciting challenge. Then, thirsty for more, we start traveling to habitats further 

away from home, expanding our ever growing personal “life list” of birds observed. 

Some birders belong to a unique group of competitive individuals who have mastered 

the identification of most North American birds and who will travel great distances to see 

unusual birds in their home state or further. These birders are known as chasers, listers 

or twitchers, and this is the group of mildly obsessed folks I admired when I was a 

young boy. Indeed, the thrill of the chase was appealing to me, and for most of my life, I 

have found myself hopelessly drawn to “mega-rarity” discoveries.  

Now we will fast forward to 2008, the year when the birding subculture was challenged 

by a group of Montreal birders to do a Big Year without using any gasoline. Hundreds of 

birders signed up to see who could find the most bird species in one year without driving 

a vehicle to do so, and the greenbirding movement was born. The creators of the Big 

Green Birding Year (BIGBY) helped thousands of birders leave their cars in the 

driveway and embrace the diversity of their home patches. 

Upon returning from my Salton Sea trip, I decided it was time to make a significant 

contribution to the greenbirding movement. I created www.greenbigday.org, a website 

and blog that would serve as the online presence of the first international Green Big Day 

competition. A Green Big Day is a 24 hour period during which birders attempt to 

identify as many bird species as they can on foot, by bike, or by kayak. 

In April & May of 2011, birders from the US, UK and Australia competed to see who 

could identify the most bird species in one day without jumping in a car. Some truly 

amazing stories came out of this “Green Big Day” event, as well as a renewed interest 

in greenbirding as a movement. 

[On Tuesday, September 13, biologist and avid birder Scott Smithson will share 

highlights of the event, some video footage of one of the “biking birders”, and his vision 

of the future of greenbirding. Learn more about the presentation.] 

http://www.greenbigday.org/
http://www.watsonvillewetlandswatch.org/events/20110913GreenBirdingTalk.pdf

