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Studies have been made of how
the West Nile virus has disrupted
the lives of crows. In 2002 and
2003 massive numbers of crows
died from the virus. Crows have
complex societies which are dis-
rupted from widespread deaths
of affected birds. The birds most
often live in extended families
with some members acting as
helpers in raising young. In the
study made in 2003 over a third
of the birds were lost, as in the
previous year, and big changes
happened. One male lost most of
his family, including his mate -
and instead of attracting a new
mate and staying on his territory,
he ended up joining another fam-
ily nearby that had lost a breed-
ing male. There appears to be
something about being in groups
that's important to crows.

When territories opened up be-
cause of deaths, other crows did
not move right in. It was ob-
served that several families might
have gradually encroached on a

free territory, but none of them
were quite sure they owned it.
Crows have good memories and
know their next-door neighbors
and were perhaps reluctant to
take over their territory. It has
been referred to as the’ haunted
house’effect - they responded as
if they did not want to go back to
an area where birds have died. If
West Nile virus were to hit hard
in many more than two consecu-
tive years, younger birds would
have to breed and they are not
as successful as the older birds.
It is expected that there would be
a net decrease in the crow popu-
lation that could snowball into a
severe decline. Sharp declines
have already been documented
across the country since the virus
began its rapid westward march
from New York City in 1999. De-
clines were also seen in jays and
magpies and the virus is known
to affect more than 200 species
of North American birds. Funnily
enough, ravens turned out to be
no more affected by the virus
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than your average perching bird,
even though they belong to a
family that is, for the most part,
highly susceptible to the disease.
Areas with warmer climates
where mosquitoes breed could
show high numbers of victims
and this could be the subject of
further study. Also how the sud-
den decline of a species because
of West Nile virus may affect an
entire ecosystem could be a re-
vealing study.

There are so many reasons for
the decline of all kinds of birds,
and it is always touching to me
that humans will spend enor-
mous amounts of time investi-
gating the reasons in a gallant
attempt to keep our feathered
friends around for generations
to come.
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