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Figure 1. A subset of information available in The Murmuration. Hotspot names include
links to corresponding locations on eBird.org. There are separate tabs in the spreadsheet for
each county in Massachusetts. Empty cells can be populated with information, and comments

on existing cells alert moderators to information updates.

Birding is considered by many to be a particularly accessible activity. With the
bare minimum of equipment or experience, anyone can in theory enjoy birds—from
their own backyard to pristine forests or busy city centers. During the Covid-19
pandemic, with increased focus on outdoor, solitary, and home-based activities, interest
in birding has skyrocketed (Fortin 2020). But birding is also an activity that historically
has been dominated by an older, wealthier, white population. Expanding diversity and
inclusion have become important topics for bird clubs around the world (Carver 2013),
but each of us, no matter our level of birding experience or ties with established birding
communities, can contribute to a more inclusive outdoors. In Massachusetts, to achieve
this end we have developed an open-access tool called The Murmuration, a Google
Spreadsheet where contributors provide details about popular birding hotspots, with
the ultimate goal of eliminating the barriers to local knowledge and encouraging new

birders of all backgrounds to safely explore birding.
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Isn’t birding already inclusive?

Enjoyment of outdoor activities is a privilege that many people take for granted. In
May 2020, a widely reported incident in Central Park provided a sobering example of
how birding and being outdoors are not safe activities for many people. This incident,
captured in a video that went viral, showed a white woman attempting to weaponize
her privilege with the police against a Black birder, Christian Cooper, after he requested
that she obey leashed-dog requirements. In response, the newly formed collective
BlackAFinSTEM organized Black Birders Week, during which people shared hundreds
of experiences like Christian Cooper’s and worse—showing us in no uncertain terms
that this was not an isolated occurrence (Thompson 2020).

Marginalized groups have been excluded not only from the act of birding itself,
but also from stewardship of land and nature in areas such as urban planning, climate
policy, and environmental practices (Schell et al. 2020). This exclusion impedes
conservation efforts and citizen science—or community science, to be inclusive of
immigrants—through unequal demographic participation. As one of the most valuable
and widespread tools for community science, eBird data support conservation action
and help birders explore sightings and population trends (Sullivan et al. 2009).
However, because the data are contributed by a narrow subset of the population, we
have an inaccurate picture of our natural landscapes and bird communities (Perkins
2020). Valuable voices and perspectives from those in marginalized communities are
missing from our efforts to protect and conserve the birds we all love.

Many bird clubs and other organizations have already taken action by focusing on
recruiting diverse individuals. But there’s a catch: the business world has repeatedly
shown that pursuing diversity simply to increase numbers without inclusion—that
is, the authentic empowerment of underrepresented groups—can negatively affect
diversity (Sherbin and Rashid 2017). Ted Lee Eubanks, founder of Fermata Inc., noted
that “We should focus on developing new ways of helping non-traditional populations
find their way to nature through birds, and we should worry less about how they might
then mold that interest into a meaningful recreational pursuit” (Robinson 2007). Our
efforts would be best spent removing as many barriers as possible to enable new birders
to explore in their own way, starting with open access to a vast amount of local birding
knowledge.

Black Birders Week made it clear that a rich and vibrant community of Black
birders is growing, but centuries of systemic racism are not easily undone, and
outdoor spaces are still the domain of white people (Walker 2019). In his book The
Home Place: Memoirs of a Colored Man's Love Affair with Nature, Dr. J. Drew
Lanham exhorts readers to “Get more people of color ‘out there.” Turn oddities into
commonplace.” (2016) Many birders believe in inclusion and want to share their love
of birds with everyone, but to make birding truly accessible we need to take active
steps in our own communities to open the outdoors to those with different identities or
backgrounds.

380 BIRD OBSERVER 1ol. 48, No.6, 2020



Birding knowledge, unlike birds, does not migrate

Birders are often reluctant to share information that may increase traffic to favorite
birding locations, but this can uphold and strengthen barriers to new participation by
historically excluded groups. Greater access to this information is not at odds with
conservation goals and does not necessarily lead to overcrowding of hotspots, as some
may fear. Instead, shared information may encourage birders to disperse away from
well-trafficked hotspots and explore new areas.

New tools online have already made great headway in expanding access to birding
information. It used to be that people got wind of birding spots and knowledge through
personal contacts, bird clubs, and phone trees, or through flyers, booklets, and other
guide documents published by local communities and organizations. Now, online
resources like eBird and other user-friendly birding apps help just about anyone look
for and identify birds in their area.

However, without easy access to local expertise, new birders and birders of
marginalized identities still face confusion, discouragement, hostility, and danger in the
field. eBird hotspots—the most popular and highly visited birding sites in a region—are
frequently on or adjacent to private property, require permission to access (without
clear landowner contact information), or simply provide a GPS point in a nondescript
forest that leads to cryptic trailheads or access points. For birders with disabilities and
mobility concerns, many trails and viewpoints are inaccessible, and information about
trail conditions and handicap accessibility is difficult to find. Hotspots may also have
a history of safety incidents, including confrontations with owners of neighboring
properties, assaults, and police harassment, all of which would be useful to know when
searching for new places to go birding.

This lack of transparent information is particularly daunting for those who already
do not conform with the public’s image of the traditional American outdoor enthusiast.
We all know of a birding spot where word-of-mouth instructions are simply to stroll
past the “No Trespassing” signs, but this can be uncomfortable, if not dangerous, for
some people. If we ensure that local wisdom spreads its wings beyond a few veteran
birders who are active within established bird clubs, we increase the accessibility and
safety, and therefore inclusivity, of birding across a broader landscape.

The Murmuration: a tool to spread birding knowledge

Crowdsourcing, like communication in flocks of birds, has the potential to
spread the rich but tightly held knowledge in our birding communities. To begin
crowdsourcing local birding hotspot information, we compiled the top 100 eBird
hotspots for Massachusetts counties into a Google Spreadsheet called The Murmuration
<http://bit.ly/murmurationproject>. For any birding spot in your area, you can add a
variety of area/trail descriptions, accessibility information, and safety concerns (Figure

1.

The Murmuration is open access, which means that anyone with a link can access
and edit the document. So how do you start? Like birding, it can be as easy or as
involved as you want it to be.
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From the Welcome screen, navigate to your county of choice via the spreadsheet
tabs. (You will notice that some tabs are sparsely populated—that is where your
contributions are needed the most!)

eBird hotspots are listed in alphabetical order for each county. If you hover over
any hotspot name, you will see a link to visit the corresponding page on eBird.org.

For each hotspot, there are a number of different fields that users can populate
with information. As of October 2020, these include: a general description of the
trail; trailhead instructions; ideal seasons or species; safety concerns and known
incidents; whether it is private property and, if available, contact information for
access permission; and descriptions of parking and trail conditions that are especially
informative for people with disabilities and mobility issues.

Fill in as much information as possible for any given hotspot, without altering
previous participants’ work. Instead, submit comments (using the “Insert comment”
command) when a clarification or update to a field is needed; a volunteer editor will
incorporate your update into the existing listing.

By allowing anyone to propose edits, we ensure that updates are continuous and
misinformation can easily be identified and corrected, and that information about
hotspots will become richer and can be modified when conditions change (e.g., to
reflect trail closures or overcrowded conditions during the Covid-19 pandemic). This
also means that people with different experiences at a hotspot will be able to add
their experiences to the document and fill in gaps where needed. For example, a non-
disabled person may not be proficient at gauging handicap accessibility, and many
men are not conscious of the fears that women may feel in isolated areas. Thus, The
Murmuration reflects the expertise of the entire community rather than that of specific
individuals, allowing for a mutual exchange of perspectives from people of different
identities. Furthermore, by crowdsourcing the descriptions of local birding hotspots
while emphasizing issues of safety and accessibility, the birding community can
challenge assumptions about what the “traditional” American outdoor enthusiast looks
like and reduce barriers to equitable access (Maldonado 2020).

This document will undoubtedly evolve as new needs arise and may serve as a
template for communities around the country and beyond. While accessibility and
navigation of the sheet are currently not optimal for all users, this simple database has
boundless potential and scalability. It can be shared widely where it is most needed,
browsed in its current format, or exported and refined for more accessible viewing. The
electronic format can, with relative ease, be converted to large fonts, dyslexic script,
audio formats, and Braille, and may appeal more broadly than a physical document to
people of various abilities and preferences. Local organizations can host the nascent
spreadsheet or use it to curate regional guides and resources. The information can be
submitted to other online platforms, such as the National Audubon Society’s Birdability
project (Todd and Hobbs 2020), to expand upon the current database of accessible
birding locations. Or, this spreadsheet may serve as the basis for some as-yet-
unrealized project for an ambitious birder with programming experience. Ultimately,
the data collected may even find a home on eBird, directly associated with the birding
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hotspots and managed by regional moderators or a specific volunteer database manager.
Whatever the final product may be, public input is crucial to ensure that those whose
perspectives are overlooked can have their voices heard, and The Murmuration will
serve an additional purpose as a database of progress toward equitable outdoor access.

Great! But I’m only one person. What can I do?

First, tell other bird lovers about The Murmuration; the more people who have
access to this database, the more comprehensive and accurate it will be. Post it on
your local bird club’s social media page or call your favorite birding buddy. Then the
next time you go birding at an eBird hotspot, take a look at the spreadsheet for your
local county and see what information is available. If there are blank spaces, try to
pay attention to the gaps during your visit. Are there safety concerns? Do the trail
conditions change after a hard rain or snow? Once you get home, click on the link and
update that information. If you are stuck at home on a snowy day, spend ten minutes
browsing the sheet and see whether you can fill in any holes. Maybe all of your usual
hotspots are completed? Browse the information and see whether there is anything
you can suggest to increase its accuracy, or see what you learn from other people’s
contributions to broaden your own perspective.

This is a team effort, so every contribution makes a difference in enhancing the
safety and accessibility of birding. With many contributors we can create a useful
resource for anyone to learn more about these hotspots, eliminate barriers for both
new and veteran birders of all identities, and bridge gaps in our knowledge with the
inclusion of diverse viewpoints. We are excited to work alongside the Association of
Massachusetts Bird Clubs and other partners to develop this resource and empower
each community to share responsibility in providing accurate, timely updates. It is this
seamless transfer of information that will keep the whole flock together. 4
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