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Black-backed Woodpeckers Depend on Burned Forests 
The 4th in a special series by Deborah Richie Oberbillig 

 
Like the legendary phoenix rising from the ashes, the black-backed woodpecker is 

superbly adapted to life after a blazing inferno. This bird flies straight for the forests where 
searing, crown fires created a bonanza of charred trees chock full of wood-boring beetle larvae. 
The fire-loving woodpecker should find ample pockets of  such “stand replacing” burns 
within the 2.1 million acres that flamed in Idaho and Montana this year.  

Take one look at this uncommon bird and you’ll see living proof that intense, hot fires have long 
been a part of the Northern Rockies ecosystem, according to Dr. Elaine Caton, University of Montana, 
whose doctoral dissertation focused on nesting black-backed woodpeckers.  

Obviously, those soot-colored feathers camouflage perfectly on charred bark. 7KH ELUG¶V
TXDUU\� WRR� DSSHDUV DV DWWXQHG WR ILUH DV SHRSOH DUH WR WKH DURPD RI D EDNLQJ DSSOH SLH� $GXOW
ZRRG�ERULQJ EHHWOHV RI WKH JHQXV0HODQRSKLOD HPSOR\ LQIUDUHG VHQVRUV WR ILQG EXUQHG IRUHVWV
PRUH WKDQ ��� PLOHV DZD\ DQG VRPHWLPHV EHIRUH WKH VPRNH KDV HYHQ FOHDUHG�

2YHU �� NLQGV RI LQVHFWV� PRVWO\ EHHWOHV� PDNH D EHHOLQH WR ILUHV� 7KH\ TXLFNO\ JHW GRZQ
WR WKH EXVLQHVV RI PDWLQJ DQG OD\LQJ HJJV XQGHU WKH FKDUUHG EDUN� :KHQ WKH HJJV RI WKH ZRRG�
ERULQJ EHHWOH KDWFK� WKH MXLF\� ZKLWH ODUYDH WXQQHO D FRXSOH LQFKHV LQWR WKH GHDG WUHHV²FDOOHG
VQDJV²DQG IHDVW RQ ZRRG IRU D \HDU RU VR XQWLO FKDQJLQJ LQWR DGXOWV� 7KRXVDQGV � KRZHYHU� ZLOO
EH VSHDUHG E\ D VLQJOH ZRRGSHFNHU¶V EDUEHG WRQJXH�

Studying black-backed woodpeckers in a forest full of dead trees might sound like a dreary 
assignment. Far from it, said Caton who spent five seasons—from 1990-1995 -- in the Red Bench Fire 
area that burned in 1988 within Glacier National Park and on the Flathead National Forest. 

“It was beautiful to walk through  a carpet of purple wildflowers and green grasses contrasting 
with the black snags,” she said.  ”Searching for nests was like being on an Easter egg hunt. In unburned 
areas, cavity nests were few and far between. In the burned areas, I heard woodpeckers tapping in every 
direction. “ 

Once she had spotted a bird flaking off chunks of black bark and chiseling into wood, she waited 
until it flew with its precious meal to a nest hole in a large, dead larch or Douglas-fir. Usually, three 
fuzzy heads popped out with mouths open wide, demanding bugs—and lots of them. $ VLQJOH EODFN�
EDFNHG ZRRGSHFNHU FDQ FRQVXPH PRUH WKDQ ������ LQVHFW ODUYDH SHU \HDU� 

Caton’s discoveries were striking. Outside of the burn, she found no signs of black-backed 
woodpeckers. Inside the burn, eleven of 12 nests were located in the unlogged stands of mixed conifers 
within Glacier National Park. Only one nest fell within the Forest Service side of the burn where trees 
had been salvaged following the fire. 
 Two post-fire factors appear necessary for the black-backed woodpecker.  First, all the nests 



Caton found were in fairly large snags that had evidence of decay before the 1988 fire. Since it takes 
awhile for a tree to decay enough to house woodpeckers, a healthy number of snags before a fire is 
important.  Second, the birds need plenty of wood-boring beetle grubs to feed their hungry youngsters. 
That means the dead trees have to be beetle-filled, plentiful and  clumped close together. 

7KH ZLQGRZ IRU EODFN�EDFNHG ZRRGSHFNHU DFWLYLW\ LV QDUURZ� EHFDXVH EHHWOH QXPEHUV
GZLQGOH DIWHU ILYH RU VL[ \HDUV� ,Q EHWZHHQ EXUQV� WKH ELUGV GLVSHUVH DQG PXVW UHO\ RQ VWDQGV RI
LQVHFW�ULGGHQ WUHHV IRU VXUYLYDO�
 As the Forest Service begins the process of evaluating this year’s fires for potential restoration 
and salvage logging, research like Caton’s provides guidance for protecting habitat for black-backed 
woodpeckers. 

Dr. Richard Hutto, University of Montana, has just completed a review of all pertinent literature. 
“Every study shows a negative influence of salvaging on black-backed woodpeckers,” he said. “They 
disappear even when there is partial salvaging.” 

He emphasized that where salvage logging is planned after a stand-replacing fire, managers take 
trees from one part of a burn and leave a substantial area completely alone.   

Hutto’s own research focused on 34 burns in western Montana and Northern Wyoming in the 
first two years after the 1988 fires. His data indicated that these birds also are picky about the species of 
burned trees that they feed upon. 6WDQGLQJ� GHDG SRQGHURVD SLQH� 'RXJODV�ILU DQG ZHVWHUQ ODUFK
UHYHDOHG WKH PRVW VLJQV RI EODFN�EDFNHG ZRRGSHFNHU DFWLYLW\� DV RSSRVHG WR ORGJHSROH SLQH�
VXEDOSLQH ILU DQG (QJHOPDQQ VSUXFH� 7KH IDYRUHG WUHHV� VLPLODUO\� DSSHDUHG WR KRVW WKH
JUHDWHVW QXPEHUV RI EHHWOH ODUYDH�

:KHQ WKH <HOORZVWRQH ILUHV VZHSW WKURXJK PLOHV RI ORGJHSROH SLQH IRUHVWV WKDW DUH
DGDSWHG WR VXFK LQWHQVH EXUQLQJ� WKH DIWHUPDWK GLG QRW SURGXFH WHUULILF KDELWDW IRU WKH EODFN�
EDFNHG ZRRGSHFNHU� DFFRUGLQJ WR +XWWR� ,QVWHDG� KH IRXQG WKHP ZKHUH WKH ILUHV KDG EXUQHG
KRW LQ WKH PLG�HOHYDWLRQ� PL[HG FRQLIHU IRUHVWV�

+XWWR OLVWHG �� ELUG VSHFLHV LQ WKH EXUQV KH VWXGLHG DQG IXUWKHU IRXQG WKDW �� ELUG
VSHFLHV ZHUH PRUH DEXQGDQW LQ HDUO\� SRVW�ILUH EXUQV WKDQ DQ\ RWKHU KDELWDW� )URP IODVK\
PRXQWDLQ EOXHELUGV WKDW QHVW LQ DEDQGRQHG ZRRGSHFNHU KROHV WR &ODUN¶V QXWFUDFNHUV WKDW JRUJH
RQ SOHQWLIXO FRQLIHU VHHGV� DQ DUUD\ RI ELUGV DUH GUDZQ WR EODFNHQHG IRUHVWV�

7KH EXUQ�ORYLQJ ELUGV IDOO LQWR WKUHH IHHGLQJ VWUDWHJ\ FDWHJRULHV²H[FDYDWRUV
�ZRRGSHFNHUV�� DHULDO LQVHFW KXQWHUV �OLNH ROLYH�VLGHG IO\FDWFKHUV DQG PRXQWDLQ EOXHELUGV� DQG
VHHGHDWHUV �LQFOXGLQJ &ODUN¶V QXWFUDFNHUV DQG SLQH VLVNLQV��

³7KH PRUH VSHFLDOL]HG WKH ELUGV¶ IHHGLQJ DQG QHVWLQJ UHTXLUHPHQWV� WKH IHZHU EXUQV WKH\
ZLOO RFFXS\�´ +XWWR VDLG� ³<RX FDQ JR RXW DQG VHH URELQV LQ HYHU\ NLQG RI EXUQ� EXW \RX¶OO RQO\
ILQG EODFN�EDFNHG ZRRGSHFNHUV LQ ����� SHUFHQW RI EXUQV DQG WKRVH KDYH WR EH VWDQG�UHSODFLQJ
ILUHV�´

:KDW ELUG UHVHDUFKHUV OLNH +XWWR DQG &DWRQ DUH ILQGLQJ DOO SRLQW WR HYLGHQFH WKDW ILUH
LQWHQVLWLHV LQ WKH 1RUWKHUQ 5RFNLHV QDWXUDOO\ YDU\ DV PXFK DV WKH ZLOGOLIH WKDW OLYHV LQ WKH ZDNH
RI IODPHV�

³7KH DGDSWDWLRQV RI ELUGV WR ILUH UHSUHVHQWV WKH WLS RI WKH LFHEHUJ ELRORJLFDOO\�´ +XWWR
VDLG� ³7KHUH DUH RWKHU VWRULHV UHODWHG WR DQLPDOV WKDW DUH MXVW DV IDVFLQDWLQJ� HVSHFLDOO\ LQ
UHODWLRQVKLS WR SODQWV� ,I \RX¶UH LQWHUHVWHG LQ FRQVHUYDWLRQ RI ELRORJLFDO GLYHUVLW\� WKHQ \RX KDYH
WR FDUH DERXW SODFHV WKDW FDQ EH FUHDWHG LQ QR RWKHU ZD\�´

 
 
 


