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at are the “field marks”of
the entry-level birder of the
past few years?

She is probably between 40 and 59
years old and is white. She puts in about
10 birding days or fewer per year, trying
to squeeze birding into a busy life,
although she also finds herself engaged
in related activities: walking for pleasure,
attending family outdoor gatherings, and
visiting nature centers. This female bird-
er lives in the South in a suburban area,
has a modest-to-middle-income standard
of living ($15,000-$50,000), and may
not have a college degree.

This profile and the data that docu-
ment the recent growth in birding come
from the National Survey on Recreation
and the Environment (NSRE). They
address only birding that takes place
when the participant purposely goes out-
side or takes a trip away from home for
birding and other recreation pursuits.

How times have changed! In the late
1800s, birds seemed to be the interest of
a relative few. Early ornithologists, hob-
byist egg-collectors, artists, and field nat-
uralists made up most of the American
bird enthusiasts in those years. It was
not until the early 1900s that bird clubs
came into being, many of them organ-
ized by like-minded nature lovers in
Eastern cities such as Boston, New York,
and Philadelphia. The field was still
dominated by Yankee gentlemen. With
the publication of Roger Tory Peterson’s
A Field Guide to Birds in 1934, there
emerged a new burst in birding interest.
The guide provided an essential system
for identifying key markings of the many
different bird species. After World War
I1, binoculars became more available to
the average American, and interest in the
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activity continued. Further advance-
ments in books, equipment, and the
social aspects of birding over the past 50
years have led to an explosive growth in
interest in birding that we revisit in this
article.

Recent growth in interest in birding
(Cordell, Herbert, and Pandolfi, 1999) is
evident in a number of ways. Consider,
for example, that more than 500,000
copies of The Sibley Guide to Birds have
been printed since the book was released
in October 2000. This guide has become
the fastest-selling bird-book ever. As
well, birding festivals are popping up all
over the continent. In the early 1990s
there were only a dozen or so birding
festivals around the U.S.; now there are
about 200 in the U.S. and Canada.
Serious birding trails are being devel-
oped, following the successful example
set in Texas. In short, communities from
Fort Myers, Florida, to Nome, Alaska,
are exploring sophisticated ways to
attract birders to their towns. The com-
munities know that birders spend money
on transportation, hotels, restaurants,
local guides, and souvenirs; and while
this means that the birders take memo-
ries home, it also means that they leave
behind income for local businesses.

Birding also has been assuming a dif-
ferent role than in the past, that of cata-
lyst for ecotourism. A recent conference
in Essex County, Massachusetts, is a case
in point. It brought together experts
from local communities, state and feder-
al agencies, resorts, and parks to explore
the issue of how to combine wetland
conservation and birding opportunities
for both economic and ecologic gains.
This workshop on “Wetlands, Migratory
Birds, and Ecotourism™ celebrated recent



successes and explored ways to highlight
the economic benefits associated with
ecotourism, especially in more rural
areas searching for ways to share in the
U.S. economy. This connection between
birding, the future of our environment,
and continued responsible economic
gl'O“"th 1S sure to wax Sn‘onger as more
birders become active in environmental
issues, locally and globally.

NSRE

To keep track of the growing interest in
outdoor activities, every five to ten years
our research group in Athens, Georgia,
along with several federal agencies, pro-
fessional associations, and private organ-
izations, works to survey the recreational
interests of Americans. One of the recre-
ational interests which we survey is bird-
ing. The most recent of these national
studies indicates that almost 97 percent
of people 16 years old or older partici-
pate in some form of outdoor recreation
sometime during the year. The study
shows that 33 percent of Americans,
fully one-third of all who are 16 or older
in this country, participated at least at a
mild level in outdoor birding at least
once in the last year. Using our most
recent survey, covering 2000 and 2001,
and comparing its results with results
from previous surveys, let us see how
birding has been changing over the long
term, as well as more recently.

We last reported on American’s inter-
est and participation in birding in the
April 1999 issue of Birding. Just like that
last report, we cover in this article trends
in participation across the country, who
is out there birding, and who is responsi-
ble for most of the growth in birding as
an outdoor activity. Qur primary source
of data is the National Survey on
Recreation and the Environment (NSRE)
(Cordell et al., in press). The most recent
application of NSRE as a survey of the
country’s population of people 16 years
or older ran through 2000 and continues
in 2001 with a goal of interviewing
50,000. In our survey, we address only

birding that takes place when the partici-
pant purposely goes outside or takes a
trip away from home for birding and
other recreational pursuits.

National Growth Trend

for Birding

By comparing our recent survey results
with those from the 1983 survey, we dis-
covered that participation in many of
Americans’ outdoor activities, especially
birding, has been growing much faster
than the population in the 18 years since
that earlier survey. To learn how rapidly
population has been growing, we looked
at the most recent three of the Unired
States’ population censuses. From 1980
to 1990, population grew almost 10 per-
cent, reaching about 248 million at the
end of that decade. From January 1990
to mid-2001, the resident population
grew even more, going from around 248
to its current level of almost 285 mil-
lion—an increase of nearly 37 million in
just over 11 years. Combined with grow-
ing incomes, greater interest in the out-
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of-doors, and other growth factors, pop-
ulation growth has added tremendously
to the numbers of people participating in
outdoor recreation activities. The five
fastest-growing activities in the country,
in order by rate of growth since 1983,
are birding, hiking, backpacking, snow-
mobiling, and walking. The number of
people birding in 2001 grew 232 percent
above the number involved in birding in
1983.

Measured in millions of persons
reporting participation, the eight most
popular activities currently are walking
for pleasure (number one and attracting
almost 85 percent of people 16 or older),
attending family gatherings out-of-doors
(74 percent), visiting nature centers (59
percent), picnicking (57 percent), view-
ing and photographing natural scenery
(55 percent), sightseeing (54 percent),
driving for pleasure (54 percent), visiting
historic sites (49 percent), and swim-
ming (44 percent}. By “most popular”,
we mean the activities that involve the
largest percentage of people 16 or older.
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Birding, among the 51 activities that we
track in the NSRE, sits now at number
15, attracting 33 percent of persons 16 or
older. This amounts to an estimated 70.4
million people who now go out-of-doors
to watch birds one or more times per
year. With this number reporting partici-
pation, birding continues to move toward
attaining the status of being among
Americans’ most-favored activities.

Figure 1 shows the dramatic growth
between 1983 and 2001 in both percent-
age of the population (of persons 16 and
older) and millions of people participat-
ing in birding. We use the term “birding”
here to include all kinds of birdwatching
regardless of the level of dedication to
the activity. As we have defined it, per-
sons are counted as having participated
in birding if they participated out-of-
doors at least once during the preceding
12 months covered by each of the three
surveys, either at home or at some other
location. From just over 21 million in
1983, and 54 million in 1995, the num-
ber of people 16 or older who reported
that they participated in birding has
grown to over 70 million in 2001. This
means that the percentage of the popula-
tion reporting that they participate in
birding has almost tripled since the early
1980s, going from 12 percent in 1983 to
33 percent in 2001. Admittedly, our
standards for defining what constitutes
participation in birding are very broad,
but the casual birders, which they
include make up a substantal base from
which future activity and serious interest
may emerge.

The region with the largest and most
rapid growth in birding participation is
still the South, the same as we saw in the
1995 survey. Of the over 49-million-par-
ticipant increase nationally between
1983 and 2001, nearly 40 percent, about
19 million, live in the South. In Figure 2,
we can see that growth in millions of
people participating was nearly equal
among the other three regions at around
10 million additional participants each
since 1983. In terms of percentage
growth (not shown in Figure 2), howev-






