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When the second annual Blind Birder Bird-a-Thon wrapped up, the numbers were impressive.
At least 257 registered participants joined from more than 10 countries and territories. Participants represented 35 states, Washington, DC, Puerto Rico, Canada, Venezuela, South Africa, the United Kingdom, Australia, Italy, and Mexico. Together, participants heard and identified 355 bird species across the globe. Community events took place across North America and beyond.
But when participants gathered for the wrap up celebration call, the numbers were only a tiny bit of the story. Participants talked about joy and learning and the birds they heard (including a Wedge-tailed Shearwater which was breeding near the hotel a participant was staying at in Hawaii!). Most of all, though, they talked about belonging.
One participant, Natanya Sortland, captured that feeling perfectly.
Before the Bird-a-Thon even began, she wrote to share how much the event meant to her.
"I just don't have the words to express how I feel about this event. It gives me so much joy that I could literally cry."
During the wrap up call, she explained why.
"I didn't feel alone," she said. "I woke up really excited, and I was like, okay, this is awesome. I'm connecting."
Natanya shared that she had spent many years feeling isolated.
"I was lonely and isolated for a very, very, very long time," she said. "And let me just tell you, like, all of you, I'm like, I'm with my people!"
That sense of connection echoed throughout the conversation.
For Donna Hill, participating in the Bird-a-Thon meant spending time with birds from her rural Pennsylvania home.
"Being a participant in the second annual blind birder Bird-a-Thon has been both magical and healing," she said.
Unable to sleep before the event, Donna got up early to experience the dawn chorus, something she said she had not done in years. Despite cold temperatures and rainy weather, she spent time recording birds and identifying species she recognized from years of living in the area.
"My homework now is to identify the ones that are still baffling me," she wrote.
Others discovered entirely new ways of experiencing birds.
Intesar from Iowa City shared how learning to use bird identification tools changed the way she listened to the world around her.
"Each time I hear a bird, I run outdoors and try to record it," she wrote.
"I am really enjoying this hobby. I always love listening to bird songs, but never knew what kind of birds they are."
Cat Peever had a similar experience.
After participating in Birdability's training sessions and using Merlin to learn birdsongs, she found herself returning to her local park again and again.
"I had to spend the next 2 days wandering in my local park listening to bird song with 'new ears' to hear it," she wrote. "I want to learn more."
She ended her reflection with words that perfectly captured the spirit of the weekend.
"As far as the prize only being available to US participants, I feel like I have already been given a prize. I had a wonderful experience and that feels like a gift."
For some participants, the Bird-a-Thon opened doors to entirely new possibilities.
During the wrap up call, Razz Terizzi shared that moving to a new location had revealed a world full of birds they had not realized was there.
"This has become one of my favorite things," Razz said. "I know it's only happened twice, but I love the Birdathon."
One highlight was spending days listening to hummingbirds defend their territory.
"I was able to listen to a hummingbird defending his territory for a total of like three straight days against several different males, and I could hear the difference between them."
Reflecting on the experience, Razz said:
"I'm just really glad you guys brought all this to the attention of people like me, so we found out, like, I can actually do this."
That theme surfaced again and again.
Participants were not only identifying birds. They were building skills, confidence, and community.
In California's Birchim Canyon, Carol Huston birded with friends who described the landscape while she identified birds by sound. Together they listened for wrens, towhees, grosbeaks, and warblers. Along the way, they explored willow leaves, cottonwood bark, and the sounds of the canyon.
Later, one participant reflected on what made the experience memorable:
"The best part was moving through the canyon together, listening, noticing, and letting sound and touch guide the day."
Around the world, similar stories unfolded.
A team in South Africa consisting of 14 blind participants and 5 sighted guides identified 69 species together in Dinokeng Game Reserve.
In Wisconsin, participants explored accessible trails, listened for birds, and connected with one another through shared experiences in nature. In Ontario, members of the Canadian Council of the Blind learned birdsongs and experienced chickadees landing directly on their hands to take seeds.
For Michael Diaz, a blind birder and participant in Wisconsin, the Bird-a-Thon represented something larger.
"I'm so glad that this exists for blind people," he said during the wrap up call, "because it shows that anyone can bird."
As the celebration call drew to a close, Bird-a-Thon cofounder Martha Steele reflected on the stories she had heard.
"I'm emotional," she admitted.
Then she explained what birding by ear means to her.
"I used to see, but could not hear birds."
After receiving cochlear implants, she experienced birdsong in an entirely new way.
"One of the things about birds is, especially listening to them, is that you can just stand there, and the sounds come to you."
Then she shared a thought that seemed to resonate with everyone on the call.
"You're there, you're alone with your bird. It's just exquisite."
Jerry Berrier reflected on the spring that the Bird-a-Thon had created.
"This has been the best birding spring I think I've ever had," he said.
And then, simply:
"It's a beautiful thing."
Finally, Donna Posont brought the conversation back to the original purpose of the Bird-a-Thon.
"One of our main goals was to get us outside as blind people to enjoy nature and the creation and listen for the birds."
After hearing the stories shared throughout the evening, she offered a brief assessment of whether the event had succeeded.
"Mission accomplished."
After listening to participants describe joy, friendship, discovery, confidence, awe, and community, it is hard to argue with that conclusion.
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