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Plant Trees that Turn Your Yard Into a 
Bird Oasis - and Carbon Sponge
Trees create habitat and store CO2 for decades to come. Just pick carefully.
by Janet Marinelli

One of the best ways to combat 
climate change is to fill your garden 
with as many trees, shrubs, and other 
plants as possible. Whether a tiny or-
chid or towering oak, all plants have 
the amazing ability to remove carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere during 
photosynthesis and store it in their 
wood, shoots, and roots.

Because they’re the giants of the 
plant kingdom, trees are also pow-
erhouses of carbon storage. In one 
year, a mature tree can absorb 48 
pounds of CO2 - about the amount 
emitted by driving 150 miles in a 
hybrid plug-in car. Collectively, ac-
cording to the U.S. Forest Service, 
trees offset 10 to 20 percent of U.S. 
emissions from burning fossil fuels 
each year. The carbon benefits really 
begin to add up when you consider 
that trees fight global warming in 
other ways. For example, carefully 
placed trees can reduce the energy 
required to heat and cool a home by 
25 percent (see tips here on how to 
place trees). Because they cool the

air by casting shade and releasing 
water vapor when they breathe, 
trees also alleviate one of the 
most underestimated health 
threats of climate change - heat 
waves.

Of course, while they’re helping 
to reset the earth’s thermostat, 
trees in towns and cities provide 

critical habitat. These so-called 
urban forests, the sum total of 
trees along streets and in parks, 
commercial landscapes, and 
residential yards, “support a lot 
of native [avian] species and even 
species of conservation concern,” 
says Susannah Lerman, a U.S. 
Forest Service wildlife ecologist.

Rose-breasted Grosbeak (Pheucticus ludovicianus) on eastern redbud tree
(Cercis canadensis). Photo by Dave Maslowski.

Continued on page 2
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“Plant Trees that Turn Your 
Yard Into a Bird Oasis - and 
Carbon Sponge” continued

New York City’s Central Park, for example, is a refuge 
for several at-risk birds, including resident Common 
Nighthawks and migrants such as Wilson’s Warblers, 
both species in decline.

The bad news is that at a time when urban forests are 
needed most, they are also declining across the country. 
According to a recent U.S. Forest Service study, nation-
ally, about 36 million trees per year were lost in towns 
and cities due to pests, diseases, and development from 
2009 to 2014.

Typically, only a small percentage of a city’s forest is 
located on public land, which means home gardeners 
have a vital role to play in efforts to enhance and main-
tain urban forests—both for their carbon-trapping and 
wildlife habitat benefits. “It comes down to some simple 
decisions,” Lerman says, “such as what kind of tree to 
plant for birds like chickadees that prefer to forage in 
neighborhoods with a high percentage of native trees.” 
The native species, she explains, “support more caterpil-
lars, which are baby food for birds.”

The following are some tips for choosing and using 
plants to maximize their climate and habitat benefits

Regional Needs 
For the biggest greenhouse gas reduction and the best 
wildlife habitat, plant as many trees as appropriate for 
your region. If you live in an East Coast or Northwest 
state, where water is plentiful, your landscape can sup-
port more trees than if you live in the desert Southwest.  

For example, Lerman and her colleagues examined the 
habitat potential of 10 northeastern cities for nine birds 
with different habitat needs, from the relatively com-
mon American Robin to the declining Wood Thrush. A 
habitat feature that’s important for most of the birds in 

this forested region, they found, is the percentage of tree 
canopy cover in an area—that is, the “footprint” oc-
cupied by the combined leaves, branches, and trunks of 
all standing trees on a particular plot of land. The more 
canopy cover, the better the habitat was for most native 
birds.

Resilience and Maintenance
Choose native trees, which provide the best wildlife 
habitat. For help in selecting the most bird-friendly 
species, consult Audubon’s Native Plant Database. But 
even native species need to be matched to the amount 
of soil moisture and other conditions on your planting 
site, or they won’t prosper and reach their full carbon-
trapping potential. Because the climate is changing 
rapidly and trees live a long time, talk to tree experts 
at a nearby botanical garden or a local arborist to learn 
which species are best suited to the increased tempera-
tures and other projected changes in your area. 

Remember to also look for species that are pest- and 
disease-resistant and will not require much mainte-
nance once they’re established—fertilizer, pesticides, 
and irrigation all have large carbon footprints. Another 
important hedge: Plant a variety of native trees. A 
biodiverse landscape is least likely to be wiped out by 
a disease or pest. 

Consider the Lifespan
For maximum carbon storage, plant the biggest trees 
your property can accommodate, and choose long-
lived species because the carbon stored in a tree is 
sequestered only as long as it is alive. Once a tree dies 
and begins to decompose, greenhouse gases return to 
the atmosphere. Some trees can live for hundreds of 
years, others only two or three decades—a 30-year-old 
Bradford pear is quite elderly, for example, while a 
sugar maple of the same age is still a teen. 

When individuals die, maintain overall tree biomass 
by replanting. Extend the climate benefits of deceased 
trees for decades by finding local woodworkers or 
artists who can use their wood, rather than allowing it 
to decompose. (Note: Decomposing leaves and logs... 

Continued on page 3
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...also provide vital habitat for a variety of crit-
ters, so if you have a particularly woodsy yard, 
feel free to let a tree rot away, too).

Create Vertical Layers
Finally, don’t stop with the tree planting. The 
typical American garden, which consists of a 
few shade trees surrounded by lawn, lacks the 
biomass of the natural landscape it replaced. 
Remedy this situation by restoring the various 
vertical layers of the native plant community 

that once flourished on your property.
Below the tall oaks and other trees in my Shel-
ter Island, New York, garden, for example, 
I’ve planted smaller understory trees such as 
flowering dogwood, as well as native shrubs, 
wildflowers, and ferns. This has not only re-
stored the land’s carbon storage potential but 
also its habitat suitability for birds, from the 
flycatchers that hunt high in the trees to the 
catbirds that nest in the shrubs and the  Worm-
eating Warblers that forage on the forest floor.

Illustration by Marina Muun.

“Plant Trees that Turn Your Yard Into a Bird Oasis - and Carbon Sponge” continued
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Programs (contributed by Heather Farrington)

Monday, May 20th
From “Stuffing” to “Mounting”: Preserving Birds and Animals for 
Museum Exhibits and Research Collections
If you have visited the Cincinnati Museum Center, you have probably seen some of Dave Might’s 
work on exhibit.  In addition to preparing many of our local wildlife taxidermy mounts, he also helped 
prepare Ipuh, our Sumatran rhino from the Cincinnati Zoo – one of the biggest jobs he’s ever done!  
Join us for our May program and learn how the methods of taxidermy of birds and animals for mu-
seum collections and educational exhibits have evolved and changed over time.

Fascinated with nature from a very early age, Dave started experimenting with taxidermy in junior 
high and attended Miami University (Ohio), majoring in Zoology and taking art classes. He graduated 
with a BA in Zoology in 1984. He began work at the Hefner Zoology Museum at MU as an undergrad-
uate in 1982, preparing bird study skin specimens, doing taxidermy and illustration, and creating ex-
hibits. His taxidermy and art skills landed him a position at the Cincinnati Museum of Natural History 
(now Cincinnati Museum Center) where he works in the exhibits department. Dave also creates natural 
history models and does taxidermy for individuals, nature centers, park systems, and other museums.

Presenter: Dave Might, Exhibit Artist, Cincinnati Museum Center. Photo contributed by Heather Farrington.
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Programs (contributed by Heather Farrington)

Monday, June 17th
Listening: A Skill for Identifying Herpetofauna and Engaging Volunteers
Our June program will highlight amphibian survey work in our county parks. Zurijanne Carter will be dis-
cussing development of the survey program, how the parks have navigated adjustments in the program, and 
some early results from survey work. Bret Henninger will then speak briefly about the strategic plan for the 
park system.  

Zurijanne is a Conservation Biologist for Great Parks of Hamilton County. Originally from the Palmetto State 
(South Carolina), Zuri relocated to the Cincinnati area in 2015.  She has studied wildlife biology and manage-
ment focusing on human dimensions. In her spare time Zuri enjoys reading, hiking, cycling, and photography.

Bret is Chief of Conservation and Parks at Great Parks of Hamilton County.  He is responsible for staff that 
manage natural and developed assets, totaling 17,600 acres of public land in 21 parks and conservation areas.  
Bret has a Master’s in Public Administration from Northern Kentucky University and a Bachelor of Science in 
Natural Resources from The Ohio State University. 

Audubon programs are held on the third Monday of the month.  We meet at 7 
p.m. for light refreshments, with the program beginning at 7:30 p.m. We meet at 
the Winton Woods Visitor Center, located at 10245 Winton Road. To reach the 

visitor center from I-275, take the Winton Road exit, and go south. Just before the 
lake, turn right into the park. From the Ronald Reagan Highway, take the Winton 

Road North exit, and turn left into the park just after the lake. 

Note that a Park District auto sticker is required – $3 daily or $10 annual for 
Hamilton County residents, or $5 daily or $14 annual for non-residents.

Presenter: Zurijanne Carter, Conservation Biologist, Great Parks of Hamilton County
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Field Trips (contributed by Jay Stenger)

Monday, May 6th, 
8:00 a.m.
Theme: Peak Spring Migration 
Weekday Bird Walk
Location: Mt. Airy Forest
Meet: 8:00 a.m. in Mt. Airy Forest 
at Everybody’s Tree House (see 
directions below)
Leader: Jack Stenger, (513) 503-
3389, jackstenger@gmail.com

Note that this will be a weekday 
field trip, scheduled for Monday 
morning May 6th. Hopefully some 
of us that can’t make the usual 
weekend field trips will get an 
opportunity to get out on this one. 
The rest of us can just skip work 
or cut classes that day. And what a 
day this will likely turn out to be. 

Spring songbird migration will be 
near peak that morning and both 
residents and migrant songbirds 
should abound. The first week of 
May is a beautiful time of year 
highlighted by mild temperatures, 
leafing trees and spring blooms. 
Our trip leader will be Jack 
Stenger. Jack is an expert birder, a 
skilled naturalist and a long-time 
ASO advocate. His field skills, 
particularly his recognition of bird 
calls and songs, are off the charts. 
With Jacks help we expect to see 
(and hear) many species of warblers 
as well as many other songbirds 
including flycatchers, vireos, 
swallows, thrushes, tanagers, 
sparrows, grosbeaks, buntings 
and orioles among others. Hawks, 
cuckoos, hummingbirds and 
woodpeckers will be present and 
even Wild Turkeys are likely.

Mt. Airy Forest is a large City of 
Cincinnati Park that consists of 
1,459 acres of mostly woodlands 
ranging from mature forest, mixed 
conifer-deciduous woodlands, 
pine groves, woodland edges, tree 
lined streams, open park land and 
an arboretum. There are miles of 
hiking trails and roadsides, making 
birding access easy. Mt. Airy also 
acts as a “migrant trap” during 
spring and fall, as from the sky this 
large “island” of green stands out 
from the surrounding urban sea 
and thus attracts many birds. 

Jack’s plan is to walk and bird 
around at least a few different 
sections of the park, beginning at 
the well marked and very obvious 
Everybody’s Tree House. Other 
than to move from one section 
of the park to another, this trip 
will consist mostly of walking. 
Most of the area is relatively flat 
and walking will be at a leisurely 
birders pace. Restrooms are 
available. If you expect to see birds, 
binoculars are required. Water, a 
hat, sunscreen and comfortable 
shoes will make your walk more 
enjoyable. The trip will break 
up around noon. If you have any 
questions feel free to contact Jack.

Directions:  Mt. Airy Forest is 
located at 5083 Colerain Avenue. 
To get to our meeting spot from the 
Mt. Airy Forest Colerain entrance, 
turn into the park onto Blue Spruce 
Road. Immediately turn left onto 
Trail Ridge Road and drive four 
tenths of a mile to the parking lot 
for the Tree House.

Visit the Mt. Airy Forest website 

for more information: https://www.
cincinnatiparks.com/west/mt-airy-
forest/

Sunday, May 19th,
8 a.m. 
Theme: Spring Migration
Location: Shawnee Lookout Park 
and the Oxbow area
Meet: 8 a.m. at the upper Oxbow 
parking lot at the main entrance to 
the Oxbow (see directions below)
Leader: Dave Helm, (513) 403-
4519, helmmd@icloud.com

May is without a doubt the best 
overall month for birding in our 
region. It is during this month 
that the greatest diversity of birds 
and the most species are present. 
During May, spring migration 
peaks for many species heading 
north and summer residents have 
returned in force. The Oxbow and 
Shawnee Lookout Park, along 
with the lower Great Miami River 
valley, are an excellent place to find 
them. So birds will certainly be the 
focus of this morning trip.

Our trip leader, Dave Helm, is 
an exceptionally skilled veteran 
birder, naturalist and long-time 
ASO advocate. Dave has always 
been a regular visitor to these 
areas and knows them well. Dave’s 
experience will certainly come in 
handy as birds should be abundant 
and vocal on this date.

Continued on page 7



Page 7The Chat

Field Trips (contributed by Jay Stenger)

We should see numbers of raptors 
(eagles, osprey, and hawks), herons 
and egrets, terns, shorebirds, 
migrant and resident warblers, 
and many other songbirds over 
the course of the morning. Dave 
plans to start around Oxbow Lake, 
but will move over to Shawnee 
Lookout where he will likely spend 
a good portion of the morning. 
Dave will also stop at Lost Bridge 
along the way.

Much of this trip will be on foot, 
but walking will mostly be easy to 
moderate and at a birders pace.  As 
always, be prepared. Comfortable 
shoes, a hat, water, sun screen 
and insect repellent all may make 
your trip more comfortable. It goes 
without saying that binoculars are 
necessary for seeing small birds. 
A motor vehicle permit (residents 
$10 annual, $5 daily, non-residents 
$15 annual. $8 daily) is required at 
Shawnee Lookout (Great Parks). 
Restrooms are available at Shawnee 
Lookout. Feel free to contact Dave 
if you have any questions.

Directions to the Oxbows upper 
parking lot:  To reach the upper 
Oxbow parking area, go south on 
US Hwy 50 from the I-275 #16 
exit. In about 200 yards, turn left 
(east) at the edge of the Shell/
Subway (between the Shell and 
Waffle House) and go over the 
levee to where the road T’s with a 
fence directly in front of you. Turn 
right and go to the Oxbow entrance 
sign. Turn left into the Oxbow. The 
upper parking area is immediately 
on the right.

Visit the Shawnee Lookout website 
for further info: https://www.
greatparks.org/parks/shawnee-
lookout

Visit the Oxbow Inc. website for 
further info: https://www.oxbowinc.
org/

Sunday, June 9th,
7:30 a.m. 
Theme: Breeding Birds in Riparian 
& Mature Forests
Location: Boone County Cliffs & 
Middle Creek Park
Meet: 7:30 a.m. in Middle Creek 
Park parking lot of Boone County, 
Kentucky (see directions below) 
Leader: Ann Oliver, (513) 307-
0929, annieobirder@yahoo.com

Middle Creek Park (a 230 acre 
Boone County Park) and the 
Boone County Cliffs Preserve (a 
Nature Conservancy property) 
are both nestled in the wooded 
hills of western Boone County, 
Kentucky. The picturesque Middle 
Creek Road and Middle Creek run 
between these two locations and 
comprise one of the most beautiful 
riparian corridors in our region. 
Join our trip leader, Ann Oliver, as 
she explores this fascinating area 
on a pleasant morning walk in early 
summer. Ann is an experienced 
and highly skilled birder and long-
time ASO advocate. Ann has led 
many ASO and other field trips in 
the past, including several to this 
area, so she knows the area very 
well.

Spring migration will be over by 
this date, but at least 13 species 
of warblers and many other birds 
breed along the creek and in the 
forested hillsides of this beauti-
ful location. The birding in this 
general area can be phenomenal. 
The whole region is forested and 
contains some old-growth forest 
habitat reliable for breeding Worm-
eating Warblers, which is gener-
ally rare in most of our region. 
Other breeding forest birds are also 
expected, including Broad-winged 
Hawk, Cerulean, Hooded and Ken-
tucky Warblers, Ovenbird, Louisi-
ana Waterthrush and both tanagers. 
Middle Creek, which flows through 
the area, is loaded with Northern 
Parulas, Yellow-throated Warblers 
and numerous other breeding birds. 
Prairie Warblers & Yellow-breasted 
Chats are common in adjacent suc-
cessional areas. 

Ann plans to begin the trip at 
Middle Creek Park and spend some 
time walking and birding along the 
trails in this wonderful park. She 
then plans to make several driving 
stops along picturesque Middle 
Creek Road. Middle Creek Road 
is an excellent birding spot, but it 
is narrow and has limited space to 
pull off. Nonetheless we should be 
able to walk a good bit of this love-
ly secluded and little used road. 
We will end the trip a little before 
noon at the Boone County Cliffs 
Preserve, which is again open to 
the public. The birding is excellent 
along the lower parts of the Boone 
County Cliffs and we will bird 
along them. One section of the

Continued on page 8
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trail is very steep, but Ann does not 
plan to hike to the top of the cliffs. 
If you have the time, and are able, 
you can always continue on your 
own and explore after the trip ends. 

This trip will consist of mostly 
walking, but because we do not 
plan to hike the steep cliff trails, 
the walking on this trip would be 
classed as moderate, not strenu-
ous. Note also that there are no 
restrooms in any of these places. 
If nature calls you’ll have to drive 
back to civilization or find a quiet 
spot. Wear comfortable shoes and 
bring water to make your trip more 
enjoyable. Contact Ann if you have 
any questions. 

Directions to Middle Creek Park: 
From I-75: from I-75 take Ken-
tucky 18, exit # 18, at Florence and 
go west. When you reach Burling-
ton, KY, continue for 6.5 miles to 
the Middle Creek Park entrance, 
which will be on your left (south 
side of KY 18). The entrance is just 
a short distance past Middle Creek 
Rd. 

Directions from the west: Take 
I-275 south and cross the Ohio 
River. After crossing the river take 
the first exit, which is KY 8, exit 
# 11. Turn right (west) onto KY 8, 
which immediately becomes KY 
20 after a short distance. Continue 
west and then south on KY 20 for 
about 12 miles. At the intersection 
with KY 18, turn left or east onto 
KY 18 and go about 1 mile. The 
entrance to Middle Creek Park will 
be on your right (south side of KY 
18). Middle Creek Rd. is just a 
short distance ahead.

For directions, a map and informa-
tion about Middle Creek Park (a 
Boone County KY Park) go to the 
following webpage: http://www.
boonecountyky.org/departments/
parks/middle_creek_park.aspx

For further info on the Nature Con-
servancy’s Boone County Cliffs go 
to the following webpage: https://
www.boonecountyky.org/depart-
ments/parks/boone_cliffs.aspx

Sunday, June 30th,
10 a.m. 
Theme: Little Miami River Fishes 
& Aquatic Life
Location: Bass Island (Great Parks 
of Hamilton County property along 
the Little Miami River)
Meet: 10 a.m. in Bass Island 
parking lot (see directions below) 
Leader: Bill Zimmermann, (513) 
708-8117, wtvz@fuse.net

Join us for this unique field trip 
that has become an annual event 
since 2014. The great majority 
of our field trips focus on birds, 
botany, butterflies and other easy 
(OK, pretty easy) to see aspects 
of natural history. Fish don’t get a 
lot of attention in this region, and 
even anglers pay little attention to 
the small fishes found in our local 
rivers and streams (the subject 
of this field trip). It doesn’t take 
a doctorial degree to realize the 
reason for that; it’s just hard to see 
them down in their watery world.

So what do you do if you want 

to study them? You catch em’! 
And that’s exactly what our trip 
leader Bill Zimmerman plans to 
do on this field trip, which not only 
sounds really interesting, but it also 
sounds like a lot of fun. 

Bill has now led this popular 
field trip for us four times, and 
always with great success. Bill 
has extensive interests in nature 
and is very knowledgeable and 
skilled on a number of natural 
history subjects including birds 
and insects. But Bill is also a fish 
enthusiast, from the largest to the 
smallest species, and is skilled at 
fish identification much the same as 
a birder is into bird identification. 

On this field trip, Bill, his son 
Billy and maybe a couple of his 
like-minded buddies, are going to 
show us how to catch, identify and 
release fishes and other aquatic 
species from the Little Miami 
River. The species they are after 
include a variety of minnows, 
chubs, darters, madtoms, sunfishes, 
shiners, dace, stonerollers, suckers 
and the fry of larger species. 
They also invariably catch a few 
other aquatic species along the 
way such as reptiles, amphibians, 
crayfish, hellgrammites and other 
invertebrates. When I said “show 
us” I literally mean it. Bill will 
equip anyone willing with what 
they need to catch fish and they can 
then wade into the river, side-by-
side with Bill and crew trying their 
luck.

The location for this trip is Bass

Continued on page 9
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Island, a Hamilton County Park 
property situated along the south/
east bank of the Little Miami 
River just below the Newtown 
Bridge (at US 50). The Little 
Miami River is very shallow 
here and has extensive exposed 
sand and gravel bars that extend 
into the river. Bill will set up 
shop here. His equipment will 
consist of an assortment of dip 
nets, seining nets, buckets and a 
couple of display tanks to, as Bill 
told me, “be sure everyone can 
get a good look at whatever we 
find”. Bill and his crew will know 
what everything is, but a field 
guide to fishes will be at hand as 
well. On the 2016 trip, Bill and 
crew amazed us by collecting 16 
different species of fishes and a 
number of other aquatic animals 
that they placed in temporary 
aquariums’ so everyone could 
get good looks and take great 
pictures. All of these are released 
unharmed. 

Folks should wear clothes that 
they can wade in and some old 
tennis shoes or water shoes. Bill 
says sandals tend to fill up with 
gravel pretty quick. Supervised 
kids are welcome and encouraged. 
A fair warning here, there could 
be some slippery algae covered 
rocks in the water and a slippery 
spot or two along the banks 
down to the river. The trip is 
planned for at least two hours 
and Bill says they will probably 
stay longer if folks want to. The 
site is conveniently located. Bass 
Island is also a trailhead for the 
Loveland bike trail and there is 

a sizable parking lot about 200 
yards from the river. But it’s a 
popular spot and the lot does 
get crowded at times. There 
are restroom facilities at the 
parking lot. There are also lots of 
businesses nearby. Because it is 
a Great Parks property, a Motor 
Vehicle Permit is required on each 
vehicle (resident’s $10 annual, 
$5 daily, and non-residents $15 
annual. $8 daily). So come and 
join us for what should be a 
highly entertaining field trip at 
a pleasant time of the year, learn 
about our native fishes, take 
some pictures of the specimens 
captured before they’re released 
and have some fun while you’re at 
it. Feel free to contact Bill if you 
have any questions.

IMPORTANT NOTE: Due to 
the nature of this field trip, heavy 
rainfall, flooding or high water 
levels will cancel the trip. If 
you have any doubts at the time, 
contact Bill.

Directions to Bass Island: From 
Wooster Pike (U.S. Rt. 50) in 
Mariemont go east and turn right 
onto Newtown Road. Go across 
the Little Miami Bridge to the 
Bass Island parking lot on the 
right, just about 200 yards past 
the bridge.

From I-275 & Rt. 32 (Eastgate) 
follow Rt. 32 west for 4.7 miles 
and turn right onto Newtown 
Road. Go about .9 miles to the 
Bass Island Parking lot on your 
left, about 200 yards before the 
Little Miami Bridge.

Bass Island is part of the Little 
Miami Golf Center (Great Parks 
property) located at
3811 Newtown Road,
Newtown, OH 45244.

For more information on Bass 
Island visit this Hamilton County 
Great Parks link: http://greatparks.
org/parks/little-miami-golf-center

Rainbow darter (Etheostoma caeruleum).  Photo by Bill Zimmermann.
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