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WORLD BIRD DAMAGE PROBLEMS 

JOHN  W.  DE GRAZIO, Biologist, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Denver Wildlife Research Center,                        
Denver, Colorado 80225 

ABSTRACT: There is a lack of information on bird-caused economic losses on a worldwide basis. Some 
estimates are available for specific problems in the United States, Canada, and parts of Oceania and 
Europe, but loss estimates are almost totally lacking in Latin America, Asia, and Africa. To justify 
development of control programs, it is desirable that reliable data on losses be obtained. Such data 
are helpful at all levels of decision-making about bird control, from research to implementation. 

Bird damage situations throughout the world are similar, involving many of the same crops and 
genera of birds. 

This report summarizes major damage problems reported for each continent in tabular form. 
Agricultural problems are emphasized; other examples are given including bird hazard to aircraft, 
predation by undesirable species, urban and rural roost problems, birds as carriers or transmitters of 
disease, and beneficial aspects of some species. 

Control methods are not reviewed. 

Administrators, farmers, researchers, managers, politicians, and others often have difficulty in 
adequately expressing bird-caused losses in terms of bushels, dollars, or some other meaningful units. 
World bird damage problems are numerous, costly, and varied, but often similar from continent to 
continent. This paper is an attempt to better define the situation and simultaneously issue a call to 
responsible and interested individuals to contribute their expertise and knowledge in delineating 
losses and problems. Loss information on a national or worldwide scale is sorely lacking; and most 
loss figures are very seldom based on facts. 

Only a few workers have attempted to estimate losses and describe problems adequately. This is 
often due to lack of funds, lack of awareness, misinformation, individual biases, cultural or social 
situations, politics, and a multitude of other variables. In North America, and to a lesser extent in 
Europe and Oceania there has been, in recent years, an increasing awareness and accounting of bird-
caused losses and problems.  In most other parts of the world, little or no information is available. 

To justify damage control programs, responsible individuals should first have information on 
losses to evaluate the overall effect and related costs of control measures. They should also decide 
the economic status of species; whether it is harmful, beneficial, or a combination of both. Most 
reported bird damage problems are obvious, others suspect, and some totally misdescribed. Frequently 
birds are blamed for damage that is attributable in part or wholly to insects, plant diseases, or 
mammals. As the cost-benefit ratio is the basis for determining the real value of any control method, 
loss data dictate the type of control sought and the measure by which success or failure should be 
judged (Besser et al., 1971). 

Bird damage situations occur where there is an economic loss, a threat to human health and safety, 
or a nuisance problem. This includes damage to man directly and indirectly; it involves his crops, 
livestock, homes, buildings, and his general well-being. The problem is worldwide and has serious 
economic and human implications. This paper does not touch on control methods; it is intended to 
provide an overview of damage situations and economic losses to agriculture and other interests of man. 

Examples of major world bird damage problems are summarized in Tables 1-6. Because of the large 
number of references used to gather information for this paper, most literature citations are included 
in the tables but omitted from the text. Common and scientific names of species mentioned in the text 
and tables, and other important damaging species are listed in the appendix. 

Agricultural Crops 

Cereal Grains.  Probably the most important bird problem to a cereal crop in the United States is 
damage caused by the red-winged blackbird to ripening corn (Table 1). Objective surveys conducted in 
1970 and 1971 showed nationwide losses of $15 and $20 million. Damage to emerging corn by common grackles 
and ring-necked pheasants may be even more important; losses in 1971 may have ranged from $6 to $49 
million. Regional examples of significant bird damage to cereal grains in the United States include: 
blackbird damage to rice in 22 counties in Arkansas in 1963 ($4.2 million); blackbird and sparrow damage to 
grain sorghum in 23 states in 1974 ($5.8 million); and a $0.35 million loss to wheat in Arkansas in 1963. 

In Canada, losses to agriculture, primarily wheat, amounted to $86 million in 10 provinces to seed-
eating birds and $33 million in 4 provinces to waterfowl (Table 1).  Losses were most significant in 
Ontario ($40 million), Quebec ($24 million), and Manitoba ($21 million). 

Funds for this work were provided to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service by the U.S. Agency for 
International Development under PASA 10-TAB-473-1-67. 
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Table 1.  Examples of reported economic losses in the United States and Canada. 
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Table 1. Examples of reported economic losses in the United States and Canada. (cont'd.) 
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In Latin America, grain sorghum, corn, rice, and wheat are the cereals most frequently damaged 
(Table 2). Other examples include up to 80% loss of rice in Argentina to the brown pintail and 
chestnut-capped blackbird; $7.0 million loss to rice by black-headed weavers in 1971 in the Dominican 
Republic; and $0.25 million loss to emerging wheat primarily by the eared dove in 1974 in Uruguay.  
One of the most widespread problems is white-faced tree duck damage to emerging rice; it occurs in 
Argentina, Colombia, Nicaragua, Surinam, Uruguay, and Venezuela. Another widespread problem is 
psittid damage to corn and sorghum. The dickcissel is an important pest of rice and sorghum in Central 
America and northern South America. 

In Europe, the wood pigeon causes a serious problem to cereals, especially wheat in England 
(Table 3).  It is also a problem in The Netherlands.  In France, the rook and carrion crow are major 
pests to cereals. House sparrows and tree sparrows are a problem in Germany and The Netherlands; 
the mallard damages rice in Bulgaria. 

In Asia, rice is the grain most often damaged (Table 4). Major species causing problems through-
out most of Asia are the munias, sparrows, weavers, crows, psittids, and waterfowl. In Borneo, the 
pin-tailed parrot finch is a serious rice pest. In Pakistan, 20% of the rice crop was reported lost to 
white-headed munias; up to 50% loss has been caused by weavers in Thailand. Other significant cereal 
damage caused by a variety of species occur to sorghum in India and Pakistan, barley in Korea, millet 
in Korea and Pakistan, and wheat and corn in Nepal. 

In the Near East, in Turkey, house and tree sparrows cause major problems to wheat.  In Israel, 
three species of larks cause problems in wheat and barley. 

In Africa, the principal vertebrate pest is the red-billed quelea (Table 5). It has the probable 
distinction of being the most numerous and perhaps the most destructive vertebrate pest in the world. 
It affects the economics of more than 25 African nations. The cereals most often damaged by quelea 
are wheat, rice, millet, and sorghum. Examples of serious losses in Africa are: house sparrow damage 
to rice in Egypt, sorghum damage by laughing and cape turtle doves in Botswana, damage to wheat ($0.7 
million in 1952) by quelea and other species in Kenya, 1.2 million tons of rice lost annually in 
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Table 4.  Examples of reported economic losses to agriculture in Asia. (cont'd.) 
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Madagascar caused by the red fody, severe wheat loss in Morocco caused by house and Spanish sparrows, 
an instance of $2.8 million lost in one province in 1 year in Nigeria to quelea and other species, 
100,000 to 200,000 tons of cereals lost annually in Senegal. Quelea are implicated in the most 
notorious bird damage problem to cereals in South Africa--a $1.5 million loss in sorghum. Quelea also 
cause a $150/acre loss to rice in Somalia, and an annual loss of 200,000 Sudanese pounds to sorghum in 
Sudan. Other species that cause damage to cereals in Africa include doves, weavers, waterfowl, 
starlings, ruffs, crowned cranes, psittids, bishops, crows, and black-breasted larks. 

In Oceania, rice and wheat are the cereals most frequently damaged by the house sparrow in New 
Zealand, and by psittids, crows, and waterfowl in Australia (Table 6). In New Guinea, the spotted tree 
duck, whistling tree duck, black duck, and pied goose damage both emerging and ripening rice. 

Oil Crops.  In the United States, blackbird damage to sunflowers is becoming an increasingly 
important problem, particularly in the Dakotas and Minnesota. The problem is also evident in parts of 
Canada. 

In Latin America, psittid damage to sunflowers is widespread and occurs in Argentina, Bolivia, 
Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay. It is most acute in Uruguay where, in 1974, $0.6 million was lost to 
the monk parakeet. Damage to sunflowers is also caused by the house sparrow in France and Turkey, by 
the tree sparrow in Korea, by the rose-ringed parakeet, house sparrow, and baya weaver in Pakistan, 
and by the house and tree sparrow in Morocco. 

There are no reported instances of bird damage to soybeans or oil palm in the United States or 
Canada.  In Latin America, the eared dove is a major pest to emerging soybeans in Argentina, Colombia, 
and Uruguay, and the white-winged dove to soybeans in Honduras, Mexico, and Nicaragua. Black and turkey 
vultures cause damage to oil palm fruits in Colombia and Honduras. In Malaysia, parakeets damage oil 
palm. In Africa, weavers are a problem to coconut, oil and date palm in Ghana, Mauritania, and Nigeria. 

Fruits.  Bird damage to fruits is an important problem in the United States and Canada. Examples 
of major losses include $4.4 million to grapes in 13 states in 1972, primarily by starlings, sparrows, 
and finches; $1.6-2.1 million to blueberries in 14 states in 1972, primarily by starlings, common 
grackles and robins; $1.8-4.3 million to cherries in Michigan in 1974, primarily by starlings, robins, 
and Baltimore orioles; and $0.04 million to cherries in the Niagara Peninsula, Ontario, in 1965, 
primarily by starlings and common grackles. 

In Latin America, monk parakeets damage a variety of fruits in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Paraguay, 
and Uruguay.  The brown jay is implicated in Costa Rica. Psittids attack mangoes in Honduras and 
Mexico. 

In Europe, bird damage to various fruits is probably the most important and widespread problem. 
The common bullfinch removes buds of fruit trees throughout Europe and is a great problem to the fruit 
industry. For example, in France, bullfinches can cause losses of up to 5,000-15,000 francs per hectare 
per month. Losses to orchards and vineyards by the European starling are estimated at $2.5 million 
annually in Germany.  In Finland, strawberries and currants are the most frequently damaged fruits, 
primarily by the fieldfare, blackbird, and European starling.  Other important species that damage 
fruit in Europe are the wood pigeon, house and tree sparrows, tits, rook, carrion crow, woodpeckers, 
blackbird, jackdaw, black-billed magpie, and Eurasian Jay. 
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Table 5.  Examples of reported economic losses to agriculture in Africa. (cont'd.) 
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In the Near East, in Turkey, starling damage to green and ripening olives can be as high as 20%, and 
damage to the young fruit stage of watermelons by the magpie, jackdaw, and hooded crow is 90% in some 
areas. The house sparrow is a problem in vineyards and the European goldfinch disbuds apple trees in 
Palestine. Losses to fruits are caused by parrots, finches, and crows in Bangladesh, and by crows in 
Korea. Rose-ringed parakeets damage mangoes and guava in Pakistan. 

In Africa, the European starling and a thrush damage olives and the white-vented bulbul is a problem 
on fruit in Northeast Africa. In South Africa, the European starling, redwing starling, and cape sparrow 
cause problems.  Various sparrows and weavers are a problem in Sudan.  In Tunisia, the European starling 
damages olives to the extent of 15,000 metric tons per year. 

Fruit problems in Oceania are reported from New Zealand where damage to strawberries, grapes, 
cherries, apples, and pears is caused by the blackbird, thrush, common myna, gray-backed white-eye, 
and house sparrow. 

Nuts.  Bird damage to nut crops is an important problem in many parts of the United States. 
Examples of significant losses are: $1.0 million annually to pecans in Louisiana and $0,085 million in 
one season to almonds in Tulare County, California, by the common crow; $150/acre to pistachios in 
Tulare County, California, by the scrub jay; and up to $36/acre to peanuts in Oklahoma by common 
grackles and other species. Serious nut damage has not been reported from any other countries with the 
exception of pied crow damage to peanuts in Northeast Africa. 

Truck and Vegetable Crops.  Bird damage to truck and vegetable crops is usually considered a 
minor problem, however, there are exceptions. For example, a $60,000 loss of emerging lettuce to the 
American widgeon occurred in California in 1 week and a $76,956 loss of vegetable crops to birds 
occurred in Massachusetts in 1974. There are a variety of species and crops involved in California. 

Other examples include black-headed weaver damage to peas and tomatoes in the Dominican Republic; 
blackbird damage to garbanzo beans in Mexico; wood pigeon, tit, crow, and starling damage to garden crops 
in England, France, and The Netherlands; sparrows on peas and beans in Egypt; larks on vegetables in 
Palestine; greenfinches and buntings on sesame and cabbage in Korea; parakeets on mustard in Pakistan; and 
sparrows and bishops on vegetables in Sudan.   
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Livestock Feedlots.  Most reported damage in livestock feedlots occurs primarily in the United 
States. In Colorado, feed losses to starlings were calculated at $84 per 1,000 birds, and in 
California at $1,000 per day. In Arkansas, there was a loss to blackbirds of $221,344 in 1963. In 
England, one example was given at a duck farm where starlings consumed 1,000 tons of pelleted duck feed 
in one year amounting to 33,000. 

Bird Hazard to Aircraft 

Hazard to aircraft is probably the most important bird problem in terms of human safety and 
economics. It is estimated that worldwide losses amount to $1.0 bi l l i o n  annually (Jerome, 1976). In 
North America, from 1960 to 1972, losses were calculated to be more than $100 million  (Solman, 1973). 
In 1968, the U.S. Air Force estimated that costs of replacement parts were between $10 and $20 mi l l i o n  
(Solman, 1970). In England, the Royal Air Force estimated their losses at $1.0 mi llion  annually; in 
Germany, the Air Force estimated "losses in 1966 at $15 million (Jacoby, 1970). The first record of a 
bird-aircraft collision resulting in a human death occurred in 1912 in California (Solman, 1973).  
There are other instances of human deaths, including 62 lives lost in Boston in 1960 (Pearson, 1967a). 
The two most common species causing bird-aircraft problems are gulls and European starlings, although 
there are a variety of species involved. 

Predation on Desirable Species 

From an economic standpoint, bird predation is a minor factor except in certain local situations. 
Examples are predation on eggs and young of shorebirds by herring gulls along the New England Coast 
(Spencer, 1972), and grackle and jay predation on white-winged dove eggs and young in South Texas and 
Mexico (Cottom and Trefethen, 1968). Predation on lambs by eagles, ravens, and crows occurs worldwide.  
Some examples of losses are 23 lambs killed by golden eagles in 23 days in 1974 in Montana (Balser, 
1978); 72 lambs killed by common ravens on a 2,000-ewe ranch in Oregon in 1966 (Larsen and Dietrich, 
1970); 3,362 lambs and adults of 413,383 sheep lost in 1963 in South Africa to pied crows and cape 
ravens (Rowley, 1969); and 17 healthy lambs killed at one site in August-September 1963 in Australia 
by Australian ravens and crows (Rowley, 1969). 

Urban and Rural Roost Problems 

Urban and rural roost problems are widespread. Birds in these nuisance situations cause general 
irritation to residents, are a threat to aircraft and local crops, represent a potential health hazard, 
cause power failures, and cause damage to trees, structures, and equipment. Some examples of bird 
problems in urban areas include tree roosts in residential areas of Denver, Colorado (Pearson, 1967b), 
Ames, Iowa (Bliese, 1959), and cities in Germany (Seubert, 1964). Species most often associated with 
this problem are starlings, blackbirds, pigeons, and sparrows. Examples of rural roosts that caused 
problems include a 4- to 5-million blackbird and starling roost at Ft. Campbell, Kentucky, in 1975 
(Free, 1975), and a 3-million blackbird and starling roost at Green Briar, Tennessee (Eisman, 1975). 

Birds as Carriers or Transmitters of Diseases 

Stefferud (1966) speculates that the introduction of diseased rock pigeons may have contributed 
to the extinction of the passenger pigeon. Species such as starlings, sparrows, pigeons, domestic 
waterfowl, blackbirds, and Psittids may play a role as a source of infection of diseases like duck 
plague, histoplasmosis, avian tuberculosis, cryptococcosis, salmonellosis, transmissible gastroenteritis 
(TGE), ornithosis, Newcastle disease, encephalitis, and other diseases that affect man and his domestic 
animals (Friend and Pearson, 1973; Spear, 1962; Rankin and McDiarmid, 1968; Steele and Galton, 1971; 
Siegmund, 1973; Delaplane, 1956; Olsen, 1956; Parsons, 1968). 

Beneficial Aspects and Displacement of Desirable Species 

Most species implicated in damage situations are not harmful at all times or seasons of the year. 
During some periods of the year they are beneficial. White-winged doves that cause damage to cereals 
in Mexico and Nicaragua are highly valued by hunters (Cottom and Trefethen, 1968). Snail hawks help 
control snails that damage rice plants in Surinam, and crested mynas consume army worms in the 
Philippines (Grist and Lever, 1969). 

Some species causing displacement of beneficial species include the starling which causes nest 
abandonment of the downy and acorn woodpeckers in the United States (Howard, 1959; Williams and 
Schwab, 1973), and the skylark in New Zealand (Howard, 1959). The brown-headed cowbird parasitizes 
Kirtland's warbler nests in Michigan (Winters, 1973). 

Miscellaneous Problems 

Another example of a widespread bird problem is the predation of fish by various fish-eating birds.  
In 1939, 38 states in the United States reported fry losses amounting to about $228,000 per year 
(Lagler, 1939). 

Birds, primarily pigeons and sparrows, can cause fires in buildings by carrying lighted cigarettes 
or other flammable material to their nests.  In one instance, it was speculated that if 1% of undetermined 
fires were caused by birds, annual losses amount to $8.5 mi l li o n (Schneider and Fall, 1970). 
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Woodpeckers cause significant damage to cables, wooden utility poles, buildings, and shingles. 
In 1 year, one private company in the United States had $191,000 in damage to utility poles that was 
caused by pileated, red-headed, ladder-backed, and golden-fronted woodpeckers (Rumsey, 1973). 
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