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Dear friends of the birds,

This is a late-breaking change, but the Year of the Bird committee has decided to change April’s theme. The landmark Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act, ratified a century ago, was part of the impetus for making 2018 the Year of the Bird, and with the Act facing some legal 
reinterpretation that might weaken it, we wanted to be sure to highlight the good it has done over the years. 

Bird Your World in April: 
Find out how the MBTA works, its success stories, what it protects, what kind of activities fall under the law and how you can help.   
Raise your voice to make sure we protect birds today and for the next hundred years. 

Why Do it?: 
The Migratory Bird Treaty Act is among the oldest wildlife protection laws on the books, and over the last 100 years it has saved 
countless numbers of birds in peril. However, many birds protected under MBTA are facing serious threats and many are in rapid 
decline. The world has changed since MBTA was enacted in 1918, yet it is still brings together industry, government, and conservationist 
to collaborate for a common cause. The Act  is credited with saving many species from extinction including the Snowy Egret, Wood 
Duck, and Sandhill Cranes. Trumpeter Swans, which had dwindled to a population of about 70 birds in the mid-1930s, recovered 
enough to be taken off Canada’s endangered list in 1996.

How Did We Get the Migratory Bird Treaty Act?: 
In the late 1800s, millions of migratory birds were overexploited and unregulated hunting was quickly emptying the skies. Some of 
America’s most iconic species, such as the passenger pigeon and labrador duck, had become extinct and the Snowy Egret faced 
mass slaughter due to the popularity of its feathers in women’s fashion. The first national wildlife refuge, created in 1903 by President 
Theodore Roosevelt, set aside the critical breeding grounds of Pelican Island in Florida. Preserving habitat for animals and restricting 
hunting was a revolutionary idea when many of the public still regarded nature as inexaustible. It was bird conservationists such as 
founders of the National Audubon Society that sparked the environmental movement in the United States. In the nick of time they 
were able to secure federal protection for birds, the Migratory Bird Treaty signed with Canada in 1916 and ratified into law in 1918. 
Over subsequent decades, Mexico, Russia, and Japan joined the treaty. 

How Does the Law  Work? 
The treaty prohibited the hunting, killing, capturing, possession, sale, transportation and exportation of migratory birds, and their 
feathers, eggs and nests. Under the law, it is illegal to possess or sell bird parts, feathers, eggs and nests of any bird native to or 
migrating within North America. It also provided for the establishment of refuges to protect bird habitat, and it encouraged the 
monitoring of bird populations for conservation purposes. The MBTA creates an incentive for people to protect birds when humans 
develop a landscape. The threat in 1918 was poaching, but the 21st century presents new threats. For example, the MBTA was the 
basis for holding BP responsible for the nearly one million birds that died in the Gulf after the Deepwater Horizon spill. Luckily, many 
industries implement low-tech solutions as simple as covering tar pits with nets, capping pipe or vents, and marking power lines to 
make them more visible. These actions save the lives of millions of birds.

Read on:
•  “Abrupt Policy Change on Century-Old Migratory Bird Treaty Act” from New York Law Journal  (Feb. 21, 2018)
• “Five Things to Know About the Recently Changed Migratory Bird Act” from Smithsonian SmartNews (Dec. 27, 2017)
• “The History and Evolution of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act” from National Audubon Society (May 22, 2015)
• “The Women Who Removed Birds From People’s Hats” from Popular Science (May 12, 2014) 
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“The Migratory Bird Treaty Act, Explained”
http://www.audubon.org/news/the-migratory-bird-treaty-act-explained

https://www.law.com/newyorklawjournal/2018/02/21/abrupt-policy-change-on-century-old-migratory-bird-treaty-act/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/five-things-know-about-recently-changes-migratory-bird-act-180967646/
http://www.audubon.org/news/the-history-and-evolution-migratory-bird-treaty-act
https://www.popsci.com/blog-network/ladybits/women-who-removed-birds-peoples-hats



