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Abstract

An irruption of Red Crossbills (Loxia curvirostra)
occurred in primarily northwestern Arkansas starting in
November of 2012 and lasting to the end of May of
2013. Based on recordings of call notes, most birds
around Fayetteville were Type 2, the large-billed
ponderosa pine crossbill, associated with a variety of
conifer species. Birds recorded in Carroll County were
Type 3, the small-billed western hemlock crossbill, and
they were associated with small cones on shortleaf pine
(Pinus echinata). One recording was obtained in
Fayetteville of Type 5, the lodgepole pine crossbill,
only the third recording east of the Great Plains.
Crossbills at the Fayetteville Country Club were
observed eating algae (Cladophora sp.) during the
months of December and January, a behavior rarely
reported for passerines. During March, crossbills
appeared at sunflower bird feeders, which is a
relatively recent phenomenon associated with low
conifer seed abundance. The first two Arkansas
specimens of crossbills (probably Type 3) were
obtained from birds that struck windows near feeders.
This is only the third recorded irruption of crossbills in
Arkansas in the last 43 years, suggesting that crossbills
rarely travel this far south in search of cone crops.

Introduction

Red crossbills (Loxia curvirostra) have been
reported in every month of the year and have possibly
bred in Arkansas, but are an irregular visitor to state
(Arkansas Audubon Society 2014). The first mention is
of numerous birds near Clinton (Van Buren County) in
spring of 1889 and one bird in spring of 1890 (Howell
1911). Over the next 60 years, only 2 more sighting
were reported: Monte Ne (Benton County) in February
and March of 1932 and Monticello (Drew County) in
spring of 1934 (Baerg 1951). Starting in 1969, birds
have been seen sporadically near Lake Georgia Pacific

(Ashley County), primarily on Christmas Bird Counts
(James and Neal 1986, Fig. 1).

Crossbills are considered to be an irruptive species,
wandering great distances in search of cone crops
when cone crop failures occur within their normal
range (Adkisson 1996). Currently 10 call types are
recognized which may relate to geographical and
reproductive isolation and specialization on one or a
suite of conifer species (e.g., Benkman 2007, Young
2011). Although specialized on one species, crossbill
types can feed on other conifers opportunistically.

The first documented irruption in Arkansas was
from September 1972 to April 1973 (James and Neal
1986). Another irruption occurred from January 1997
to June 1997 (Arkansas Audubon Society 2014). We
document a third irruption that began in November
2012 and lasted to the end of May 2013 primarily in
northwestern Arkansas. We recorded birds to identify
call types, made observations on behaviors of the
crossbills, and obtained the first specimens for the
state.

Figure 1. Number of Red Crossbills seen on Christmas Bird
Counts in Arkansas from 1969, the first year they were recorded,
through 2013, standardized by birds/party-hour. The greatest
irruption was in 2012-2013, followed by the one in 1972-1973.
The irruption of 1997 started in January after the bird counts had
been completed. (data: http://netapp.audubon.org/cbcobservation/)
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sp.) in North America (Digioia 1974, Kilham
1988:124-125). Why crossbills were eating algae
remains unclear. Cladophora harbors a wide variety of
insects (A. Alverson, personal communication), and
crossbills do eat insects (Groth 1993:89), but usually in
spring and summer (Adkisson 1996). We speculate
that, due to a possible cone shortage, birds
supplemented their diet with algae. Dried algae may
provide crossbills with salt, a known attractant, and
grit, a dietary requirement (Adkisson 1996). On 11
February 2013, 2 crossbills were observed on the
ground eating red soil at the FCC by Neal.

The use of bird feeders by Red Crossbills is a
relatively recent phenomenon (Benkman 2011).
Periods of low seed availability (e.g., late spring and
summer) could leave crossbills food stressed.
Benkman (1988) demonstrated that crossbills can
consume sunflower seeds, but their intake rate has to
be quite high to substitute for conifer seeds. Benkman
(2011) speculated that current increases in temperature
may cause conifers to drop their seeds earlier, further
stressing crossbills. Bird feeders with sunflower seeds
may be one of the only food sources available to
crossbills before insects become available. Crossbills
will also eat tree buds and were observed doing that in
mid-April at the FCC (M. Pruitt, pers. observ.).

The first documented irruption in Arkansas
occurred in 1972-1973, starting in September and
lasting to April (James and Neal 1986). This coincided
with a larger-spread irruption of several species across
the United States (Koenig and Knops 2001) and could
have been associated with the massive eastern spruce
budworm (Choristoneura fumiferana) outbreak in
eastern Canada at that time (Bolgiano 2004). The
second irruption in 1997 was unusual in that it did not
start until January, but lasted until June (Arkansas
Audubon Society 2014). This also was a
geographically wide-spread irruption with many
crossbills throughout the Northeast (Bolgiano 2004,
Young 2011). This third irruption started in November
of 2012 and lasted until May of 2013, and was wide-
spread across the eastern United States. Irruptions of
western crossbill call types into the eastern United
States suggest cone crop failures in the West as the
cause. Furthermore, the paucity of crossbill irruptions
in Arkansas in the past 43 years suggest that crossbills
usually find large cone crops to the north when they
wander east, and rarely search as far south as Arkansas,
at the southern edge of their range (see map in
Adkisson 1996).
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