%Q\md Ethics

Is it right or
wrong to play
recorded calls
and songs?
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Another participant requests an encore,
as he was trying to digiscope the bird. Could
the leader call in the Ovenbird again? She
plays the call one more time, and the
Ovenbird responds. Is this acceptable?

Tour leader Kim Eckert says he never
uses taped calls when birding alone but
must when he leads a field trip. “I'm sup-
posed to show people birds, and it could
be argued that taped calls are an efficient
and less obtrusive way to show birds to a
group,” he said. “It’s better to play a call
for a few minutes for everyone to see a
bird, rather than have 10 to 15 people
tromping through the woods, chasing the
bird down and stressing it out.”

While technology works its way fur-
ther into the birding market, conversations
and debates have exploded as birders
question the ethics and the bird safety of
using recorded calls to make a species
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more visible. This is not a new debate;
even before iPods and portable speakers
came on the birding scene, birders have
questioned the use of birdcalls.

Companies that produce bird calls now
include ethics information with their prod-
ucts. Some trip leaders announce that bird
calls are not to be used on trips without
prior permission from the leaders. This can
reduce the confusion of other participants,
who might hear a recorded call and think
that it’s the bird. It also can prevent the tar-
get species from being overwhelmed by
having too many people play the call.

For every story of birds abandoning
nests and otherwise being adversely
affected by the use of recorded birdcalls,
there is a story of recorded calls used
around pairs that successfully fledged
young. An argument could be made that
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playing a call three times in a row to get a
view of a target species could benefit the
bird. The bird comes out, and you get to
watch it. Once the recording stops and the
bird resumes its normal behavior, the bird
has in its mind won the territory and
chased off the rival singer.

Few studies show with certainty
whether the use of recordings is harmful,
beneficial or benign to birds. Richard C.
Taylor conducted one study, from 1977 to
1983, on the effects of recordings on
birds. The U.S. Forest Service funded the
study about the effects of taped playbacks
on trogons and nesting failure.

In his book “Trogons of the Arizona
Borderlands” (Treasure Rio Nuevo Publi-
cations, revised edition 1995), Taylor
wrote that the study showed trogons and
other species that use songs and vocaliza-
tions to set territory are accustomed to
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