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Feeding More Popular Than Ever 

 
By Joe Kosack, Wildlife Education Specialist  
More Pennsylvanians than ever are feeding birds. It's part 
of a nationwide trend that has been luring new 
participants by the thousands for each of the past 20 or so 
years.  
Bird feeding, and its positive effects, haven't gone 
unnoticed. The activity provides easy pickings and 

nourishment to a host of avian species in winter and spring, times when many 
seasonal wildlife foods have been consumed or buried beneath the snow. But 
bird-feeding is more than just a wintertime activity. More and more people are 
feeding birds year-round. Some enjoy it as much as or more than watching 
television. 
 
Bird feeding is not only popular, it’s also big business. Americans spent in excess 
of $2 billion annually setting the table for and feeding birds. That’ll buy close to 
5,000 tons of sunflower seed. 
 
Bird feeding is a popular activity almost everywhere. 
About 3.6 million Pennsylvanians – close to a third of the 
state's population – annually take part in bird feeding, 
according to a recent federal survey. Nationally, more 
than 65 million people feed birds. No other wildlife-
associated activity attracts more attention or p
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kitchen window or as involved as placing various feeders and foods in your ya
and recording what birds visit and what they eat. 
 
T
feeding birds are relatively the same everywhere. People feed birds because they
care about them and they enjoy watching them. It's a form of recreation, a way 
to get closer to wildlife. 
 
T
reference book. It's so much more enjoyable if you know what you're looking at,
especially if you can distinguish rare birds from common ones. 
 
P
a significant amount of the seed they buy often ends up fermenting on the 
ground because birds scratch it out of feeders in their search for more desir
seeds. A lot of grocery store varieties have seeds birds won't eat. Some of the 



inexpensive commercial mixes contain unattractive seeds such as milo, wheat 
and hulled oats. 
 
The best one-two punch for pulling birds into your feeders is offering black-oil 
sunflower seeds and suet. These two foods will attract a wide variety of birds. 
Regular visitors will include common species such as chickadees, tree sparrows, 
cardinals, American goldfinches, tufted titmice, mourning doves, nuthatches, 
downy, hairy and red-bellied woodpeckers, Carolina wrens and house finches. 
Irregular visitors such as evening grosbeaks, purple finches, pine siskins, redpolls 
and crossbills may also occasionally stop by if they're moving through or holding 
over in your area. 
 
The more diverse your food offerings are, the greater the better your odds will be 
of attracting the large variety of birds. But bear in mind, placing a smorgasbord 
in your backyard can be expensive, especially if you serve specialties like thistle 
and safflower. Like your budget govern how much you’ll do. 
 
What types of food you offer will strongly influence the species and number of 
birds coming to your feeder. Other important factors include the type of feeder 
used, weather conditions, the availability of cover around your feeder, other 
feeders in your neighborhood, and the length of time you've been feeding birds. 
 
Songbirds feed wherever there's food, but more will come when you place 
feeders near vegetative cover such as trees, a hedgerow or bushes. They feel 
safer near cover because they're not as vulnerable to predators such as hawks 
and cats. 
 
Bear in mind, though, that any concentration of birds will eventually attract avian 
predators, like the crow-sized Cooper's hawk and the blue jay-sized sharp-
shinned hawk. But if you think about it, a hawk attack is bird-feeding on another 
level. It’s a rare sight and quite an opportunity. 
 
Hanging and elevated bin feeders are used primarily by small songbirds such as 
finches, titmice and chickadees. Platform and fly-through feeders, which are the 
most accessible feeders, will attract the widest variety of seed-eating birds, 
including ground feeders such as cardinals, mourning doves and dark-eyed 
juncos. Wire cage suet feeders will lure woodpeckers, nuthatches, titmice and 
chickadees. 
 
During periods of deep snow, birds flock to feeders because a meal can be 
obtained there with minimal effort. But birds aren't dependent on specific 
feeders. If you fail to feed for a couple of days because you're away from home 
or ill, the birds coming to your feeders won't die. They'll just feed somewhere 
else, probably at the next feeder down the road. 
 



Many small birds can't go more than 24 hours without food, because they don't 
have much energy, or fat, stored in their bodies. They can't put on a lot of weight 
because they have to fly, so they eat enough to make it through the next 24 
hours. Birds are constantly looking for food. They don’t depend on one site for 
everything. 
 
Whenever the conifer cone crop is less than ideal in forested areas north of the 
commonwealth, there's a chance evening grosbeaks, pine siskens and crossbills 
will show up at Pennsylvania feeders. 
 
In addition to hawks and cats, other unwanted guests that may show up at 
feeders could include squirrels, black bears, raccoons, rabbits, opossums, 
starlings, crows and blue jays. Keeping these critters away can be quite a job. 
Sometimes the answer is changing the food you offer, or eliminating it. Other 
times, such as when dealing with squirrels, you may decide to lure them away 
from bird feeders by placing ear corn or peanuts somewhere else. 
 
Attracting only the birds you're interested in can be a trying experience. Some 
years there are few problems, and other years there are almost daily encounters 
with undesired species. Either way, it's part of bird feeding. Sooner or later, 
something that you don't want is going to come. 
 
Bird feeding, however, almost always provides more entertainment than 
frustration. That's why so many people are doing it. Bird feeding is recreation and 
an important way for people to become interactive with wildlife. As a matter of 
fact, it's an introduction to wildlife for most people. 
 

GAME COMMISSION BIRD FEEDING NOTES & TIPS 
 

 The average Pennsylvania bird feeder annually spends about $46.   Startled 
birds taking flight from feeders often fly into picture windows because they see 
straight through them or see the reflection of trees.  Throwing finely cracked 
corn on icy sidewalks solves a slippery problem and provides food for birds. 
 Holiday fruit cakes and leftover dried dog and cat food make excellent feeding 

alternatives at bird feeding stations.  Shoveling snow from beneath feeders 
provides cover for and attracts ground-feeding birds like mourning doves, dark-
eyed juncos and cardinals.  Smearing peanut butter into the crevices of tree 
bark will attract woodpeckers and nuthatches.   Platform feeders should be 
cleaned with bleach regularly to decrease the chance of avian conjunctivitis or 
other diseases surfacing at the station. 
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