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AMERICAS



The United States of America, which lies across the middle of North America, has a continental area of 9.8 million km2

– the third largest country in the world. The main body of the country, comprised of 48 contiguous states, is 

west. There are two distant states – Alaska, which lies in extreme northwestern North America, is bordered by 
Canada to the east and is barely separated from Russia to the west – and the Hawaiian archipelago, which lies in 

The United States is a constitution-based federal republic with three branches of government, legislative, executive 
and judicial. An elected president heads the executive branch of government. Elected representatives and senators 
comprise the two branches of the legislative congress, the house and senate. Finally, nine appointed judges constitute 
the Supreme Court. The country is a union of 50 administrative states, one district, and more than 14 dependencies.

The United States is the second largest country in the Americas by size, with the largest population (over 300 
million) in the hemisphere. The population is extremely diverse, with German, Irish, and English constituting the 
country’s largest European ancestral groups (US Census Bureau 2004). Over one third of the population is made 
up of minority groups, largely Hispanic, Asian, and African Americans. Approximately 1% of the population 
has indigenous ancestry, and there are 561 federally recognized tribal governments within the United States 
(US Census Bureau 2008). There are 50 metropolitan areas with more than a million people, and 80% of the 
population lives in urban areas (US Census Bureau 2000). Population density varies greatly across the country, but 
the majority of the population lives east of the Mississippi River where the largest population centers are generally 
coastal. Central and western regions remain relatively lightly populated except for a few large population centers 
along the west coast.

).
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are pending global IBA status (see IBA overview).



Due to its east-west orientation across the continent, and the western 
extension of Alaska’s Aleutian Island archipelago, the United States 
spans almost 130 degrees of longitude, over 8000 km, and six time 
zones. Given the size and extent of the country, a broad diversity of 
habitats are encompassed within its borders. This includes hills and 
low mountains in the east, a vast central plain, and mountains in the 
west, rugged mountains and broad river valleys in Alaska, and rugged, 
volcanic topography in Hawaii. To varying degrees these habitats are 
now fragmented and degraded due to heavy pressures caused by a rapid 
growth and expansion of the human population over the course of the 

last 200 years. The major direct threats of habitat alteration and loss are 

infrastructure development, and urban/suburban sprawl. Habitat alteration 
due to climate change is an increasingly pressing issue, particularly for 
species reliant on limited high elevation and high latitude habitat types 
and species dependent on coastal beaches, marshes and wetlands.

The climate is mostly temperate, but arctic in Alaska, subtropical in 
Hawaii and Florida, semiarid in the plains west of the Mississippi 
River, and arid in the deserts of the southwest.

protected areas systems of any country in the world – from remnant 
and relict habitats in small protected areas to vast, expansive 
landscapes conserved in national parks and wilderness areas. An 
estimated 10–20% of the land area of the United States falls under 
protected area status (World Resources Institute 2006, GreenInfo 
Network 2008). The percentages vary in the absence of an accurate, 
national standardized protected area inventory, which is currently in 
development (GreenInfo Network 2008, DellaSala et al. 2000). The 
sites considered under protection are managed by a broad range of 
federal, state, tribal, and local governments, as well as private entities, 
with the levels of protection varying widely across the network 

acreage of the country’s federally protected areas lies within the state 
of Alaska (Alaska Coalition 2008).

The Department of the Interior is the principal land management 
agency of the federal government, and is responsible for managing 
over 200 million ha of surface lands (US Department of the Interior 
2008). With origins dating back to 1871, the Fish and Wildlife Service, 
the primary wildlife and habitat conservation division, oversees the 
National Wildlife Refuge System – over 540 National Wildlife Refuges 
which support over 700 bird species and encompass almost 39 million 
ha. The division also has statutory responsibility for enforcing the 
Endangered Species Act and the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (USFWS 
2008a). The National Park Service, formally created in 1916, manages 
a further 35 million ha of protected lands, including 400 sites of 

Park Service 2008).

States. Approximately 15 million ha of land across the country have 

been reported to be protected through private entities. These private 
organizations range from small local land trusts to large national 
conservation organizations, including The Nature Conservancy, Ducks 
Unlimited, The Conservation Fund, and the Trust for Public Land 
(Aldrich & Wyerman 2005). As of 2005, conservation easements, 
facilitated through the efforts of land trusts and conservation 
organizations, have saved 2,529,617 ha of habitat (Aldrich & Wyerman 
2005).

The United States is signatory to several international biodiversity 
conventions, including the United Nations World Heritage Convention, 
the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, the Convention 
for the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea, the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the United 

the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources. The United 
States has also signed bilateral treaties on migratory bird conservation 
with Canada, Mexico, Japan, and Russia.

In the United States, 47 sites have been designated as Biosphere 
Reserves, with 30 of these falling within the purview of the National 
Park Service (UNESCO 2008). A total of 26 Ramsar sites have been 
designated (US Fish and Wildlife Service 2008b), of these, 17 are 
associated with at least one Important Bird Area.

A total of 957 species have been recorded in the United States, of 
which, more than 800 occur regularly. A further 30 species are endemic 
to Hawaii (see Box 1). Ninety-seven species appearing on the IUCN 
Red List (BirdLife International 2008) occur in the United States 

21 as Vulnerable (VU), and 27 as Near Threatened (NT)2. The United 
States federal government recognizes 64 avian species as Endangered 
or Threatened under the Endangered Species Act, and lists a further 
147 species as Birds of Conservation Concern (USFWS 2008c). State 
government agencies also list Endangered and Threatened species 

within their jurisdiction and under their own legislative 
processes. Many other species conservation status lists 

subregions or states, and they mostly focus on 
highlighting species that are considered at risk but 
not federally listed under the Endangered Species 
Act. The current Audubon WatchList, compiled in 
collaboration with the American Bird Conservancy, 
lists 93 species in the United States as being of 
global concern – known as the Red list – and 117 

as being of national concern – known as the Yellow 
list (Butcher et al. 2007).)

2A further 13 CR, 7 EN, 10 VU and 2 NT species occur only on Hawaii and are not included in analyses or IBAs presented in this directory.



continental United States and are shared with neighboring Mexico, 
while four Secondary Areas are exclusive to the 49 continental states 

 et al. 
range scrub and forest species, as well as the marsh-dwelling 
Tricoloured Blackbird (Agelaius tricolor). The Northern Sierra 
Madre Oriental (EBA 010) extends from southern Texas into Mexico 
and includes the breeding range of the Colima Warbler (Vermivora 
crissalis
range Neotropical migrants—Edwards Plateau (SA 004) for Golden-
cheeked Warbler (Dendroica chrysoparia) and Michigan Jack Pine 
Savanna (SA 003) for Kirtland’s Warbler (Dendroica kirtlandii). In 

Bering Sea Islands (SA 001) for McKay’s Bunting (Plectrophenax 
hyperboreus) and Seward Peninsula and Yukon Delta (SA 002) for 
Bristle-thighed Curlew (Numenius tahitiensis).

Bird distribution and abundance varies greatly throughout the US 
with extreme examples including breeding sites on the Arctic coasts 
of Alaska, where an estimated 50 million seabirds nest in over 1600 
colonies, all the way to the subtropical Everglades, providing critical 
habitat for large colonies of long-legged wading birds. Additionally, 
many Neotropical migratory landbirds traveling thousands of 
kilometers, are highly dependent on stopover habitat in the United 
States (Box 2). They also rely on breeding destinations in the US 
such as the Catskill Peaks of New York, recognized for its importance 
to Bicknell’s Thrush (Catharus bicknelli), and the Ozark National 
Forest in Arkansas, recognized for its importance to Cerulean Warbler 
(Dendroica cerulea).

)

The public outcry over mass destruction of waterbird colonies 
throughout the southeastern US by market hunters at the turn of 
the century sparked the modern conservation movement in North 
America; however, many waterbird species still remain at risk in the 
United States, due to other human activities (Kushlan et al. 2002). 
Many shorebirds are also at risk, with almost half of the 
50 shorebird species that breed in the United States having 

et al.
2000). This highlights the importance of IBAs that continue to host 
spectacular numbers of migrating shorebirds and other waterbirds, 
such as Bear River Bay in Utah and Bolivar Flats on the Texas coast.

Throughout North America, bird conservation has evolved into a 
network of partnerships coordinated and advanced through the 

North American Bird Conservation Initiative (NABCI 2002). In the 
United States, there are hundreds of conservation organizations solely 
focused on birds, including the National Audubon Society (the US 
BirdLife partner). There are also many other organizations addressing 
bird conservation as part of their mission. In addition, federal, state, 
tribal, and local governments in many cases have a legal mandate to 
manage or steward bird populations and or their habitats. These self-
directed, partnership-based initiatives have produced national and 
continental conservation plans for birds that assess species status, 

habitat conservation issues. 

Alongside the variety of bird conservation partnerships that 
come together under NABCI there also exists a network of Joint 
Ventures. These entities are public-private partnerships, which in 
the majority of cases are financially supported and coordinated 
by the federal government. Formed initially to manage waterfowl 
habitat and populations, these Joint Ventures have grown to take 
on responsibility for all birds that occur within their geographic, 
habitat, or species focused purview. Joint Ventures, thanks to broad 
support and federal financial backing, have proven to be a strong 
force for the conservation of birds and their habitats throughout 
North America.

A number of ornithological societies, academic institutions, and 
conservation organizations in the United States contribute to our 
understanding of avian populations and the application of this 
knowledge to bird conservation. The foundation of our ornithological 
understanding stems from academic research and publications. 
However, contributing to this knowledgebase are valuable data from 
citizen science efforts, including the National Audubon Society’s 
volunteer-based Christmas Bird Count, which has been in existence 
since 1900. The combined efforts of tens of thousands of volunteers 
have built an increasingly important bank of information. Another 
volunteer-based annual survey, the Breeding Bird Survey, established 
in 1966 by the Patuxent Wildlife Research Center, involves collecting 
population data along roadside survey routes. These data sets are both 
heavily relied upon for indications of long term bird population trends 
in the United States.



began in 1994 (through the efforts of the American Bird Conservancy, 
as the initial BirdLife partner for the United States), and focused on 

thereafter, the National Audubon Society entered into a partnership 
with American Bird Conservancy, taking a different approach to 
program implementation, built upon state-based efforts. In 2000, 
the National Audubon Society assumed leadership of the US IBA 
Program, becoming the sole BirdLife partner in the United States, 
with responsibility for building the national network of IBAs. Sites 

(Chipley et al
3.

The IBA Program is coordinated nationally by Audubon but is highly 
dependent upon local implementation by staff and partners across the 
United States. This combined approach to program implementation 
maximizes the effectiveness of IBA conservation. State-based IBA 
programs help to assure that the process is grassroots-driven, with 
engagement of the local communities and partners that are dedicated 
to caring about the birds and the places on which they depend. At the 
same time, these local efforts are framed in the context of national and 
international conservation planning efforts.

follow the global IBA criteria. This network of state level IBAs is 
intended to be a focus of state bird conservation efforts, conservation 
planning, and conservation action. These local efforts are then tied 
to broader regional, national and international conservation planning, 
implementation, and evaluation efforts. To facilitate the comparisons 
and effective conservation planning and implementation at these 
broader scales, Audubon has developed an IBA criteria hierarchy 
using BirdLife’s IBA criteria to identify regional (i.e., continental) 
and global IBAs from the pool of state-level sites. Thresholds for the 
criteria have been set at the regional (Nearctic) level (see Methods). 

a coordinated process involving review by the US IBA Technical 
Committee, with assistance from the national IBA staff and BirdLife 

insertion into broader scale site networks (e.g. the global IBA network) 
provides the framework for targeting actions at the sites most in need 
of conservation action.

The IBA Program in the United States is currently in the midst of 
completing a nation-wide inventory of Important Bird Areas, based on 

were initiated in Pennsylvania and New York, with these states 
publishing inventories in 1999 and 1998 respectively (Crossley 1999, 
Wells 1998). From those initial state efforts, the Important Bird Areas 
Program expanded throughout the eastern and western states, including 
Alaska, and more recently expanded through the central United States 
and to Hawaii (Box 1). Important Bird Area inventories have been 
published or presented online for most states. Although the national 
inventory is still ongoing, conservation actions have already been 
implemented at many IBAs, resulting in numerous successes, ranging 
from outright land protection to policy changes and broad public 
support for the conservation of birds and biodiversity.

To date, over 2300 state-level Important Bird Areas have been 

global IBAs (Table 1, Figure 1) and an additional 141 are pending 
global IBA status, at the time of writing. An estimated 700-800 

federal and state lands reported at the highest rates (Figure 2). Private 

smaller percentage of the IBAs. Of the federal ownership categories 
reported, National Wildlife Refuges, Forest Service Lands, and Bureau 
of Land Management Lands make up the largest percentages. Many of 
the State-owned lands fall within Wildlife Management Areas.

americana

3

known as prioritization in the US. This is different to setting priorities among global IBAs, 
which represents another aspect of the IBA program.
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Prominent threats across the Important Bird Areas recognized for 
globally threatened species include invasive species, natural events, 
disturbance to birds, industrialization/urbanization, and recreation/
tourism (Figure 3).

Habitats reported most often across the A1 IBAs confirmed to date 
include those categorized generally as forested uplands, wetlands, 
water, and shrubland (Figure 4). At a finer scale, about half of the 
sites reporting forested upland habitats reported deciduous forests, 
with the other half consisting of mostly evergreen forests and some 
mixed forests. The IBAs reporting wetland habitats categorized 
these as emergent herbaceous wetlands and woody wetlands 
specifically.

Of the land uses reported at A1 IBAs, tourism/recreation, nature 

conservation and research, and hunting categories were reported 
most often, with each of these categories making up approximately 

agriculture, aquaculture, and water management, each of which were 
reported at similar rates (~10%; Figure 5).

These descriptive statistics represent a snapshot of the overall 
Important Bird Areas network in the United States. It is important 
to note  that these IBAs are largely publicly-owned lands and are 
managed with a conservation focus. Conservationists in the United 
States have expended tremendous effort to date on the conservation of 
many globally imperiled species. Therefore, the global IBAs selected 
using A1 criteria are likely to be the most protected sites. As progress 

picture is likely to change.

)
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site conservation process. Additional activities include assessment, 
planning and implementing. These activities individually and taken 

and habitats and abating threats. Central to this process is the 
engagement of volunteers, communities, and partners in determining 
and implementing these activities and measuring progress towards 
conservation success. Aside from conservation activities such as 
restoration and enhancement and monitoring efforts, other necessary 

land owners and partners to secure protection or proper management 

planning and implementation are effective activities that focus the 
efforts of stakeholders into taking measurable actions to protect birds 
and their habitats.

the United States, conservation successes have already been realized 

at many IBAs. Work on policy and advocacy has led to the halting of 
imminent developments in areas adjacent to or encompassed by some 
IBAs, as in the case of the Clark Fork-Grass Valley state-level IBA in 
Montana. At this site, a local Audubon chapter led efforts to identify 
an IBA, they reached out to landowners and a local land trust, and 

threatened species. In some states, the IBA process and IBAs have been 
incorporated in policies at local and state scales and formally used to 
inform land management practices. In New York, for example, the IBA 
process has served as a model for identifying state lands important for 
birds, through the New York State Bird Conservation Areas (BCA) 
Program (see p24). Habitat restoration projects at IBAs have engaged 
hundreds of volunteers and have helped develop productive partnerships. 



In some cases, projects have already led to measurable increases in target 

Fratercula arctica) at IBAs in Maine (Box 3).

Continued efforts by trained volunteers and local groups to survey 
birds at some IBAs have yielded an increased understanding of how 
sites are being used, and improve information for land management. 
In North Carolina, a partnership with the Division of Parks and 
Recreation, has resulted in the training of over 200 volunteers involved 
in activities at over 20 IBAs across the state. Outreach efforts and 
coordination with land owners and partners has resulted in agreements, 
conservation easements, or land acquisitions, increasing protection for 
priority species at these sites. In California, negotiations such as these, 
with a local farmer, have resulted in the protection of a large colony 
of the globally threatened Tricoloured Blackbird (Agelaius tricolor;
Box 4). Many but not all of these activities, efforts, and projects have 
been initiated, implemented, and sustained as a result of IBA Adoption 
Groups (or Local Conservation Groups). To date, there are over 213 
IBA Adoption groups involved in activities at over 232 state-level, 
continental or global IBAs across the United States.

At the national level, efforts in site prioritization, coordination, 
national level analyses, and the development of tools and resources 
help in providing broader context and a framework for the multitude of 
activities happening across the network of IBAs. Through the process 

continental criteria, to determine where to collectively focus limited 
resources to better protect the birds and places most in need. This 

determination of high priority IBAs, which is still underway, can 
inform state and regional planning efforts, with these sites serving as 

or continental network of sites also serves as additional leverage for 
why it should be better managed or protected. National coordination 
has allowed for the centralized storage and management of IBA data in 
Audubon’s Important Bird Areas database (available at www.audubon.
org/bird/iba). Thanks to this tool, data are widely available to the public 
and conservation partners and are serving as the basis for regional and 
national analyses.

By reviewing the status of Important Bird Areas at state, regional and 
national levels opportunities to report on the IBA network begin to emerge 
that were never available previously. The development of outreach and 
educational activities and materials at both local and national levels, 
including press releases, publications, and formal site recognition events, 
have resulted in an increased public awareness of the IBA Program and 
greater understanding of the value of IBAs to birds, biodiversity and 
people. Altogether, with this combination of state implementation and 

)

)



Data sources
Information used in this review was taken from Audubon’s Important Bird Areas 
Database.

US Important Bird Areas:
http://www.audubon.org/bird/iba
Online Search of the US IBA Inventory:
http://iba.audubon.org/iba/siteSearch.do

Contact information
John Cecil (jcecil@audubon.org)
Director, Important Bird Areas Program
National Audubon Society
www.audubon.org

input, commitment, and passion of countless individuals. Important Bird Areas 
Program staff and volunteers throughout the US deserve tremendous recognition 
and gratitude for their daily effort to conserve the habitats on which so many 
birds and other wildlife depend. In particular, we thank the current and past 
program coordinators at the state level for their invaluable efforts in identifying, 
prioritizing, and protecting Important Bird Areas at the local and regional 
levels. We thank the members of the US IBA Committee, for their expertise 
and knowledge, and continued efforts in the process of prioritizing state-level 
IBAs as global and continental Important Bird Areas. Past and current members 
of the committee include: Kenneth Able, University at Albany, State University 
of New York; Michael Burger, Audubon New York; Robert Chipley, American 
Bird Conservancy; Rob Clay, BirdLife International; Tim Cullinan, Audubon 

national coordination of the IBA Program in the United States, the 
network of stakeholders and partners is strengthened and broadened, 
ultimately resulting in increased conservation successes.

As the IBA Program works to complete the national inventory and 
conservation activities are implemented across the country, efforts are 
now underway to implement a consistent method for measuring the 
outcomes of these conservation actions. This IBA assessment process, 

modeled after the BirdLife International global IBA monitoring 
framework, is in the early stages of implementation, but is designed 
to track changes in bird populations, habitat quality, and imminent 
threats, as well as the impact of conservation actions at Important Bird 
Areas. Ultimately, IBA assessment will integrate with more detailed 
conservation planning activities and engage an increasing number of 
volunteers leading to informed, effective, and adaptive management 
across the entire IBA network.



Washington; Lincoln Fishpool, BirdLife International; Geoff Geupel, Point Reyes 
Bird Observatory; Walker Golder, Audubon North Carolina; Brian Harrington, 
Manomet Center for Conservation Sciences; Steve Hoffman, Montana Audubon; 
Dan Niven, National Audubon Society; Terry Rich, US Fish and Wildlife Service; 
and Scott Yaich, Ducks Unlimited, Inc.
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