
Citizen Scientists –– the National Phenology Network and eBird Need You 
 

   Would you like to have something in common with  
   Lewis and Clark, Thomas Jefferson, or Henry  
   Thoreau? Do you notice when a particular plant in  
   your garden or on your dog walking trail blooms  
   every year? Do you want to help scientists and  
   policymakers understand how climate change is  
   affecting your immediate surroundings? If you’ve  
   answered yes to any of these questions, the National  
   Phenology Network (NPN) may be just what you’re  
   looking for--a place for citizen scientists to record  
   their observations of plants and animals to a national  
   database of knowledge. 

 
What is phenology? Many plants leaf out, flower, and lose their leaves though the year, just as migrating 
birds return from their wintering grounds, nest, and then leave again for more southerly regions. 
Phenology is the study of life-cycle stages, and it relates them to weather and climate. Phenology data 
are important to things like timing of the allergy season, agricultural crops and their pollinators, and 
wildfire risk assessment. As climate changes become more obvious, citizen scientists around the country 
can help by collecting data to help increase the understanding of how plants and animals are responding. 
 
The National Phenology Network (NPN) (www.usanpn.org) was established in 2005 by two scientists who 
realized that the US didn’t have the ability to monitor how plant and animal responses to the warming 
climate were affecting people and ecosystems. Along with the National Fish and Wildlife Service, the 
National Park Service, NASA, and others, an online resource was created to collect and share data 
observed by anyone interested in recording what they see in nature. The NPN records data for birds, 
plants, amphibians, and insects, providing a more comprehensive look at how the natural world is 
responding to climate change. 
 
So how do you become a modern-day Thoreau? By logging onto the NPN’s website, you can sign up as 
an observer and figure out where you want to do your observations. There are training videos to get you 
started (in Resources). Then you register as a participant and chose where and what you are going to 
observe. They suggest that observers choose a place and a plant or animal that they can watch at least 
once a week. You can choose your garden, a path along the creek, or a special place that interests you. 
You can also access and analyze data, watch interactive maps, or download available information. In 
addition, there are educational resources for teachers, informal educators, and garden clubs. 
 
FOSC’s own founding board member Mark Rauzon has been recording bird species and numbers to 
another national database, eBird (www.eBird.org), for 10 years. With years of data from FOSC's quarterly 
bird monitoring walks, he’s been able to document how restoration efforts have allowed more bird species 
to nest, raise young, and use the newly restored areas along the creek. 
 
Through efforts like the National Phenology Network and eBird, we can all be citizen scientists…without 
leaving our watershed. 
 
--Pat Bacchetti 
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