WINTER BIRD FEEDING
Donna Steward, Lyon County Master Gardener
The finches, cardinals, bluebirds, chickadees, and many others have arrived in my winter garden here in western Kentucky.  I have spent the last ten years planting seed bearing natives for the winter birds.  However, it is also a treat to watch all the activity around my feeders.  If you have not taken up bird feeding, this would be a good time to start.  During the winter, birds are in great need of both food and water.  Here are a few tips to help you get started.

SET UP FEEDERS IN AREAS WHERE THE BIRDS WILL FEEL SAFE.

Give the birds an easy escape by placing feeders near the branches of a tree or 5 to 10 feet from a large shrub.  If there is enough space in your yard, set up several feeding stations to prevent overcrowding or one bird from domination the feeder.

If possible, occasionally move the feeders around to reduce the concentration of droppings and possible diseases.  On a warm day, take the time to rake under the feeder to keep the area clean.  Do not forget the ground feeders by casting handfuls of seeds on ground away from where predators can hide.  Also, rotate the areas during the winter to prevent diseases.
BE CONSISTENT IN YOUR FEEDING SCHEDULE.

Birds usually have a series of feeding sites they visit daily.  If they learn to rely on your feeding stations, they will visit frequently, so keep feeders well stocked.  If you need to be away, it is okay to stop feeding briefly.  However, the worst time to stop feeding is in late winter and early spring when their natural food sources are at their lowest.

DON’ T SKIMP ON THE SEED.

Avoid inexpensive blends that include fillers such as milo, wheat, and oats.  In the end, you will not save money because the birds won’t eat it.  Black oiled sunflower seeds are an all around favorite that appeals to a wide variety of seed eating birds.  Sunflowers supply oil and protein, the oil provides high energy during cold months.  I used to keep thistle in one feeder for all the finches that visit my yard.  The flock of house and gold finch that visit my feeders are very happy with the sunflower seeds available to them.  I do keep a suet box available and try to replace it in a timely manner. 

TREATS 
Fruit slices, raisins, suet cakes, small breadcrumbs are a few of the tasty additions that a bird will enjoy.  Make sure the pieces are small and easy to digest.  Peanut butter is another favorite treat and mixing cornmeal or suet into the peanut butter will make it more bird friendly.
A SOURCE OF WATER IS IMPORTANT TO BIRDS AS WELL AS FOOD.

Unfrozen water can be hard to find in winter, so replace the water frequently, or purchase a water heater designed for the birds.  Keep birdbaths away from feeding stations to prevent droppings and seed debris from contamination the water. 

EXTRA! EXTRA!

If the birds are crashing into your windows, you might consider preventing this by stretching a piece of fruit tree netting taut across the window or marking window with soap.  You might also consider purchasing a bird book to identify the birds visiting your yard and what specialty foods will attract them.  You can always rely on sunflower seeds, but they will be delighted with additions to that menu.  You might also want to consider including plants for your backyard bird friends in your plant list for this coming spring.
More info on this subject at:
http://www.ces.ca.uky.edu/cesrc-files/gardening_for_the_birds.pdf

http://www.birdwatching.com/tips/birdfeedingwinter.html
