
Designing for Birds in the City 
Travis Longcore, Ph.D. 

USC School of Architecture / USC Spatial Sciences Institute 



Why are birds important? 



pollination 



insect control 



rodent control 



seed dispersal 



beauty 



Birds are 
everywhere 

 



migration is a big deal 

 



Birds respond to urban form and design 



Some effects only happen at the 
landscape scale. 





But the lot scale matters too. 



Predation is a controlling force. 



Birds need a range of food sources. 



Native plants are 
better for birds. 



Native landscaping means more birds, twice as many native breeding 
species, greater species richness, and greater bird biomass. 



Birds need cover. 



Birds need water. 



 





So how are we doing with urban bird habitat? 
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Small home surrounded by green cover 1 



Increased floor plan means less green cover 1 



Small home surrounded by green cover 2 



Increased floor plan means less green cover 2 



• 1060 samples (building 
addition) 

• 680 samples (no 
building addition)  
 

• Measured trees, grass, 
structures, hardscapes, 
swimming pools, and 
undefined areas 
(shaded areas) in 2000 
and 2008 aerial images 
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Bird habitat (trees and shrubs) is being lost. 





Green Cover in 2000 



Green Cover in 2001 



Green Cover in 2002 



Green Cover in 2003 



Green Cover in 2004 



Green Cover in 2005 



Green Cover in 2006 



Green Cover in 2007 



Green Cover in 2008 



Green Cover in 2009 



Loss of Green Cover 



This is happening in cities around the country. 

(except Syracuse) 





Windows kill birds. 



“Blue,” 2012–2012 



Only smart design can stop birds from 
killing themselves at windows 



Birds see the world differently. 



 



Any opening larger 
than 2 inches by 4 
inches is seen as a 

path. 





Reflections 
are not 

understood 
to be false. 



To a bird, 
reflected 
sky is the 

sky. 



Glass is not 
seen as a 
barrier. 



This doesn’t 
work. Birds 
fly around 
the decals. 



Transparent tinting does 
not work. 





Birds focus on 
distant objects and 
persist in a single 
direction. 



They will fly right in 
to a reflected 
skyline. 



Birds are 
attracted to 

lights (and 
then collide 
with glass). 

Photograph by Jim Richardson 



Design goal is 
visual “noise” 
birds will see. 























Bird-friendly design is often more energy efficient. 



Design lights to be dimmed or turned out. 



Many resources are available 
to incorporate into Los Angeles 
development standards. 


