
Climate and geography act in concert to produce 
what we call “bioregions.” Understanding the general 
distribution of these regions is helpful for birders, as 
many species (and subspecies) separate along these 
lines. As we examine the North American continent, 
discrete bioregions are visible: mountains, forest types, 
grasslands, deserts, wetlands, and other areas as well. 
Many bird ranges adhere closely to these biogeographic 
boundaries.

Using chickadees in the East as an example, Boreal 
Chickadees are birds of northern coniferous forests, 
while Carolina Chickadees are birds of the eastern 
deciduous/pine-oak forests of the Southeast. Black-
capped Chickadees are birds mostly of the northern 
hardwoods, but they overlap in places with both of the 
other species. Mostly, these birds replace each other 
within a given bioregion, with just one species likely 
across vast expanses of the continent. Similar patterns 
hold true for other species groups like Mallard and 
Monochromatic “Mallards,” in which the more closely 
related Mottled, Mexican, and American Black ducks 
overlap little, essentially replacing one another, while 
the more generalist (and less closely related) Mallard 
overlaps to some extent with all. In some cases, the 
ranges of related species �t together like puzzle pieces, 
but in others they overlap, and then segregate by 
ecological niche or habitat preferences.

Elevation o�en in�uences the extent of a species’ 
range. Many birds are dependent on plants and insects, 
and factors a�ecting plant growth and composition as 
well as food availability and abundance also a�ect bird 
distribution. Temperature is one such factor; as you 
climb in elevation and it becomes cooler, the vegetation 
changes, and with it, bird species composition. �e 
breeding ranges of some Arctic or boreal species 
extend south into higher elevations of the Rockies or 
Appalachians, where alpine tundra provides habitat 
similar to that found in the Arctic. Look at any range 
map of the American Pipit as an example.

Compared with the Appalachians, the geologically 
young Rocky Mountains are taller and more dramatic 
in their topography, o�ering a wider range of habitats. 
From scrubby foothills to aspen and ponderosa 
pine forests to timberline and alpine tundra, species 
composition changes according to the habitat within 
each elevational band. In the eastern United States, some 
species favor the Appalachian ridges, others the foothills 
and piedmont below, and others the coastal plain; some 
do not occur away from the immediate coast (sea level). 
Related species o�en separate along elevational bands, 
so that one species is present at lower elevation but is 
replaced by another at higher elevation. Mountains, just 
like deserts, treeless plains, and large water bodies, act as 
barriers for separating and isolating species.

Distribution plays a key role in identi�cation. Many species, such as the chickadees, have ranges that overlap only slightly 
with each other, with broad expanses of the continent having only a single chickadee species. Knowing which chickadee, or 
chickadees, occur in your region can greatly speed identi�cation, especially if only one species is likely. Boreal Chickadee, AK, 
May (BLS).
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