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PROJECT MANAGER: Gerald J. Niemi 
AFFILIATION: Natural Resources Research Institute, University of Minnesota-Duluth 
MAILING ADDRESS: 5013 Miller Trunk Highway 
CITY/STATE/ZIP: Duluth/MN/55811 
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APPROPRIATION AMOUNT: $101,000. 
 
Overall Project Outcome and Results 
This project is the first two-years of an anticipated six-year effort in the development of the 
Minnesota Breeding Bird Atlas – the first-ever comprehensive survey of Minnesota’s breeding 
birds.  The overall project is divided into two parts – 1) volunteer observations organized by 
Audubon Minnesota and 2) systematic surveys of Minnesota’s breeding birds organized by the 
University of Minnesota (summarized here).  Because of the vastness of Minnesota, both of these 
efforts are necessary and complementary. Objectives of this portion of the project were to gain 
uniform statewide coverage for all of Minnesota’s birds, estimate breeding bird populations by 
habitat type, and contribute to a nationwide network of bird atlases in the United States. The first 
two years of this project focused on the experimental design to sample all townships in 
Minnesota over a five-year period, an interactive data entry system, data gathering using 
standard 10-minute point counts, and a brief data summary. Data gathering was primarily 
completed by graduate and undergraduate students at the University of Minnesota, Duluth and 
Twin Cities campuses.  All were required to pass a test of 80 bird songs, verify their hearing 
ability, and participated in field standardization exercises.  
 
Over the two breeding seasons (2009 and 2010) covered by this project, the target of 40 % of 
Minnesota townships (>920) was sampled. We observed over 200 species of birds and counted 
over 78,000 individual birds during the first two years of these efforts in over 950 townships and 
in over 2800 individual point counts.  In addition, all bird censusers contributed thousands of 
observations to the volunteer data base in the complementary study organized by Audubon 
Minnesota, including over 4,000 probable or confirmed breeding records for Minnesota birds. 
Over 98 % of the data gathered in 2009 and 2010 have been entered and error checked. 
 
Project Results Use and Dissemination 
These data will be downloaded to the Minnesota breeding bird atlas during the fall of 2010 
through the Cornell University interface.  All of these data will be incorporated into a 
comprehensive atlas of Minnesota’s breeding birds that will be used as 1) a first-ever baseline on 
the current population status of this important Minnesota resource,  2) critical information for 
future conservation planning, and 3) as a guide for such activities as identifying important bird 
areas or for nature-based tourism activities.  
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Supplementary Materials 
 
The Minnesota Breeding Bird Atlas has received considerable publicity over the past two years.  
Included below are several examples of these public relations materials such as 1) an article in 
the U of Minnesota-NRRI NOW publication, and 2) example article by John Myers a reporter for 
the Duluth News Tribune in the Enterprise, a publication by Park Rapids, MN.  
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Trust Fund 2008 Work Program Final Report 
 
Date of Report:  August 16, 2010 
Final Report:              June 30, 2010 
Contact Information: Gerald Niemi 
 
I.  PROJECT TITLE:   Minnesota Breeding Bird Atlas –Joint Project –  
  Natural Resources Research Institute, University of 

Minnesota, Duluth and  
  Audubon MN 
 
 Project Manager:  Gerald J Niemi 
 Affiliation:   Natural Resources Research Institute,  
   University of Minnesota Duluth 
 Mailing Address:  5013 Miller Trunk Hwy 
 City / State / Zip: Duluth MN  55811 
 Telephone Number:   218/720-4270 
 E-mail Address:   gniemi@nrri.umn.edu  
 Fax Number:   218/720-4328 
 Web Page address:   http://www.nrri.umn.edu/staff/gniemi.asp 
 
 Location:   Statewide 
 
Total Trust Fund Project Budget:   $270,000 
 
The total appropriation for this project will be split between Audubon Minnesota and the 
Natural Resources Research Institute at the University of Minnesota Duluth as outlined 
below. Audubon Minnesota will submit a separate workplan for their part of the project. 
 
To NRRI – U of Minnesota Duluth   Trust Fund Appropriation:  $ 101,000   
  Minus Amount Spent: $  101,000   
  Equal Balance:  $  0   
 
To Audubon Minnesota Trust Fund Appropriation:  $ 169,000   
  Minus Amount Spent: $ 159,726   
  Equal Balance $              9,274   
 
Legal Citation:  M.L. 2008, Chap. 367, Sec. 2, Subd. 5(d) 
 
Appropriation Language:   
$270,000 is from the trust fund to develop a statewide survey of Minnesota breeding bird 
distribution and create related publications, including a book and online atlas with 
distribution maps and breeding status.  Of this appropriation, $169,000 is to the 
commissioner of natural resources for an agreement with Audubon Minnesota and $101,000 
is to the Board of Regents of the University of Minnesota for the Natural Resources Research 
Institute. The atlas must be available for downloading on the Internet free of charge. 
 

mailto:gniemi@nrri.umn.edu�


 2 

II and III. FINAL PROJECT SUMMARY 
  
Result 1: Project Development   
 
Audubon Minnesota will oversee this Result using their portion of the appropriation.  A 
separate workplan submitted by Audubon details this part of the effort. Project Manager, 
Gerald Niemi, serves on the Executive Committee of the MN Breeding Bird Atlas project 
and participates on the Steering Committee to insure coordination between Result 4 and 
Result 2 and 3 (below).   
 
Result 2: Data Management System   
 
Audubon Minnesota will oversee this Result using their portion of the appropriation.  A 
separate workplan submitted by Audubon details this part of the effort.  NRRI personnel with 
expertise in geographic information systems have provided expertise and cooperation with 
Audubon and interaction with the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology in the initiation of the 
data management system. NRRI from Result 4 below are working with Cornell University 
for an automatic download of the data to their system and incorporation into the MN 
Breeding Bird Atlas data base. 
 
Result 3: Volunteer Data Collection   
 
Audubon Minnesota will oversee this Result using their portion of the appropriation.  A 
separate workplan submitted by Audubon details this part of the effort.  NRRI personnel 
gathering point count data on Result 4 have also served as volunteers.  All personnel have 
entered their data into the MN breeding bird atlas data base during their gathering of data on 
point counts..  
 
Result 4: Point Count Surveys 
 
Result 4 is focused on the breeding season in Minnesota (approximately mid-May to mid-
July). We designed an efficient means to sample the townships. We used 2-person teams 
gathering point count data – one group in southern Minnesota, one in western Minnesota, and 
one in northern Minnesota, plus individual expert observers in selected regions of the state. 
Individuals were able to sample about 3 townships per morning, but in some cases where 
there is good road access they were able to sample 4 townships per morning. The townships 
sampled were selected in a restricted, random fashion to insure the townships censused are 
evenly-distributed across the state.  It was “restricted” to also insure logistical 
(transportation) efficiency, primarily so that townships to be sampled on a daily and weekly 
basis were relatively close together.  The protocol was peer-reviewed by seven professional 
and amateur ornithologists in the state of MN and WI and their comments incorporated.   
 
The censusing protocol calls for censusers to pass a test of their bird identification skills by 
sound and pass a hearing test to insure their hearing is within normal ranges. Censusers also 
go through a 3-4 day training session to improve the standardization of data gathering. These 
censusers are paid as temporary university employees because the 1) field work is physically 
demanding, 2) work time include difficult hours (e.g., approximately 4:00 am to noon), and 
3) it is a fulltime job.  
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We designed an input program in which data are transferred from field sheets to digital files 
via an Internet interface.  Data are double-entered and error checked for any mistakes in data 
entry.  Besides the systematic point counts, the field crews have been recording all 
observations of bird species within the townships they are sampling.  These data, along with 
the appropriate breeding category, will be recorded directly into the Cornell MN Breeding 
Bird Atlas data base.   
 
Over the two years of censusing during the 2009 and 2010 breeding seasons, we have 
recorded over 78,000 individual birds in over 920 townships sampled in Minnesota (Figure 
1). This is over 40 % of the townships in the state of Minnesota and meets our target of 40 % 
covered in two years of effort.  Hence we are on target to complete sampling in the over 2300 
townships in the state of Minnesota. These samples include over 40 townships sampled in 
inaccessible or remote areas such as the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness and the 
Red Lake Peatland/Pine Island State Forest region of northern Minnesota. We have recorded 
over 200 species for 2,850 individual point counts completed throughout Minnesota. We 
have averaged 27.6 individual birds recorded per point and an average of 85.3 individual 
birds within 3 point counts of a priority block per township. The most common species 
recorded were the following (frequency = number of points observed/number of points 
sampled): American Robin (58.2%), Common Yellowthroat (51.8%), Red-winged Blackbird 
(51.1%), Song Sparrow (49.8%), Mourning Dove (38.8%), American Crow (37.7%), 
American Goldfinch (37.7%), Red-eyed Vireo (33.4%), Chipping Sparrow (29.8%), 
Common Grackle (28.1%), House Wren (28.0%), and Blue Jay (25.5%).  
 
At the time of this report, about 98% of the data have been entered and error checked.  Over 
the coming years, these data will be analyzed and presented in more detail.  We anticipate 
that these data will be downloaded to the Cornell website during the fall-winter period of 
2010-2011.     
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Figure 1. Townships sampled with point counts (red squares) during the 2009 and 2010 
breeding seasons in the state of Minnesota. A subset of 10% of the townships sampled in 
2009 were re-sampled in 2010.  
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Summary Budget Information for Result 4: Trust Fund Budget: $ 101,000 
  Amount Spent: $  101,000 
  Balance:  $   0 
 
Deliverable Completion Date      Budget Status 
1. Over 500 townships have been 
sampled during the May-June 
2009 breeding bird period – this 
exceeds the number of points we 
had anticipated sampling in year 
1 

June 30, 2009 $38,240 Completed. 

2  An additional 400 townships 
were sampled in May-June 2010 
for a total of over 900 townships 
sampled in Minnnesota.  This 
meets our target for the first two 
years of this study. 

June 30, 2010 $22,880 Completed 

3. Over 40 hard-to-access 
townships were sampled in 
northern Minnesota during the 
past year (summer 2010). We 
believe that we will be able to 
sample all or nearly all of these 
townships during the five years 
of data gathering.  

June 30, 2010 $39,880 Completed 

 
Completion Date:  June 30, 2010 
 
V. TOTAL TRUST FUND PROJECT BUDGET:   
 
Total Appropriation to the Minnesota Breeding Bird Atlas: $270,000 
 
NRRI – U of MN Duluth as detailed in this workplan: $101,000 
Audubon Minnesota as detailed in their separate workplan:  $169,000 
 

Seasonal Field Staff:         
NRRI – U of MN Duluth 

50,200 
Other Direct Operating Costs:                               
    

1,000 

 
GIS survey, site analysis work 

Seasonal Field Staff Travel:       $40,800 
  Costs for 6-12 field staff to travel by car to field sites throughout Minnesota over a             
  two-year period. Costs include transportation by car, lodging, and meals. 
 
Supplies:         $ 
  Three GPS units and six digital cameras (Amendment approved 4/21/09) 

9,000 
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Explanation of Capital Expenditures Greater Than $3,500:   None 
 
VI. OTHER FUNDS & PARTNERS:   

A. Project Partners: No other project partners are to receive project funds. 

B. Other Funds Proposed to be spent during the Project Period:    

Potential: National Fish and Wildlife Foundation - $26,900 (grant requests submitted)  

C. Past Spending:   

D. Time:  The described work in this plan is two years in duration. The overall project 
completion is expected to be six years with a total (six year) budget of $1,500,000 
 
VII.   DISSEMINATION:    
The project will establish a web site that will provide access to information and results during 
and after the project period. A book may be published at the end of the six-year project. 
 
Attachment A: see attached 
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Attachment A:  Budget Detail for 2008 Projects - Summary and a Budget page for each partner (if applicable)

Breeding Bird Atlas

Project Manager Name: NRRI - Dr. Gerald Niemi  

Trust Fund Appropriation:  $101,000
1) See list of non-eligible expenses, do not include any of these items in your budget sheet
2) Remove any budget item lines not applicable

2008 Trust Fund Budget
Amount Budgeted Amount Spent            

June 30, 2010
FINAL 

BALANCE

BUDGET ITEM
PERSONNEL: Seasonal Research Assistants 50,200 50,200 0
Direct operating expenses   

 GIS-site analysis; print shop 1,000 1,000 0
Travel expenses in Minnesota 40,800 40,800 0
Lab/field supplies 9,000 9,000 0
COLUMN TOTAL $101,000 $101,000 0
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