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2019 World Migratory Bird Day Artist: Arnaldo Toledo
Born in Santa Clara, Cuba, 
Arnaldo has been passionate 
about nature and the arts from 
a young age. With support 
and encouragement from 
his parents, he spent much 
of his childhood expressing 
his interpretations of nature 
through his drawings of the 
local wildlife. After years of 
practice, dedication and field 
observation, Arnaldo focused 

on creating illustrations that were both artistic and biologically accurate. His 
work has since been displayed at a multitude of expositions, events, art galleries 
and conferences. Today, he works as a scientific illustrator, photographer and 
designer for the Botanical Garden Center of Studies at the Central University 
“Marta Abreu” Las Villas. Contact him at arnaldotoledo88@gmail.com.

The Problem with Plastics
Shampoo, food, toys, and gum. These objects seem very different, but they all 
have at least a single characteristic in common -- plastic. Whether wrapped 
in it or made from it, even the most common household items contribute 
to our increasing dependence on plastics. In 2019, World Migratory Bird 
Day (WMBD) serves as an alert to the growing problem of plastics in our 
environment and the birds they affect. We focus on the migratory seabirds, 
shorebirds, waterbirds, waterfowl, and landbirds that ingest, become tangled 
in, or are poisoned by water bottles, plastic bags, fishing lines, nets, and other 
plastic products that litter our shorelines, rivers, parks, and playgrounds.

The accumulation of plastic and plastic pollution has become a worldwide 
epidemic and a threat to birds across the globe. An estimated 8.3 billion 
metric tons of plastic has been produced since its introduction in the 1950s. 
Only 9% of plastic waste has been recycled, and an estimated 79% of plastic 
waste accumulates in landfills or the natural environment. Most of these 
plastics exist indefinitely, fragmenting into smaller and smaller pieces over 
time. As exposure to plastics increases, birds and their environments are facing 
increasingly detrimental consequences.

The twelve focal bird species selected for WMBD 2019 represent diverse 
groups of birds, their foraging behaviors, and the habitats they use. Despite 
their differences, each of these birds and their habitats has been impacted by 
plastic pollution. Reducing the use of plastic and cleaning up the waste that is 
currently contaminating our natural environments is essential to migratory bird 
conservation.

Be the Solution
By making changes individually and within our communities, we can make 
a difference in the fight against plastic pollution. WMBD invites you to 
participate, whether as a host site, a community, a neighborhood, or an 
individual. It is simple. Use the theme to:
• Share the impacts of plastics on birds and the importance of adopting an 

eco-friendly lifestyle. 
• Encourage involvement in habitat restoration activities, such as trash 

cleanups, to improve the local environment, or host a plastic cleanup 
yourself. 

• To reduce plastic use, especially of items such as water bottles, straws, and 
bags that are discarded after one use.

• Find daily solutions on the WMBD Conservation Calendar at 
migratorybirdday.org.

Plastics and Their Impacts on Birds
Perhaps the only place where birds are safe from plastics is in the air. In the 
water and on the ground, the presence of plastics can affect the survival of 
migrating birds. Each of the species selected for the 2019 poster illustrates how 
the lives of birds may be intertwined with plastics.
 

INGESTION: All too often, plastics wind up in our 
oceans through a variety of mechanisms, including 
poor waste management, direct disposal by people, 
natural disasters, and indirectly via inland rivers 
and streams. Regardless of how plastics make 
it into the ocean, they impact seabirds such as 
Northern Fulmar, Common Tern, Black Skimmer, 
Magnificent Frigatebird, and Magellanic Penguin, 

all of which feed in the ocean. Northern Fulmar and Black Skimmer forage at 
the water’s surface, whereas Common Terns may plunge-dive or dip from the 
water’s surface for small fish. Penguins seek food below the water’s surface. 
All these foraging behaviors put the birds in contact with both floating and 
submerged plastics, including plastic bags, plastic threads, foam, and more. 
Northern Fulmar has become an indicator species for plastic ingestion, and 
researchers estimate that 70% of fulmars ingest plastics each year.

ENTANGLEMENT: Fishing lines, nets, plastic 
bags, 6-pack rings and other items can wrap 
around bills, bind wings, and entrap adult birds 
and their chicks in nests. At a minimum, entangled 
birds are disabled. At worst, they cannot survive. 
Researchers estimate that 25% of seabirds, 10% 
of freshwater birds, and 0.5% of landbirds are 
vulnerable to entanglement. Osprey, Tricolored 

Heron, Belted Kingfisher, and Lesser Scaup all forage in lakes and streams 
and are exposed to human activities, including fishing and picnicking, that 
contribute to plastic pollution. 

POISONING: Some of the impacts of plastics 
on birds are more subtle than entanglement, but 
still harmful. This happens when the toxins from 
plastic ingredients and additives leach into our 
oceans, rivers, lakes, and soils, even when properly 
disposed of in landfills. These effects become less 
visible as plastics break down into smaller and 
smaller pieces whose presence in the environment 

is difficult to see. While we know that some of these toxins are carcinogenic 
for humans, we have little information about how they impact wildlife. But 
because birds weigh so little, scientists suspect these toxins harm the health and 
behavior of species such as the Prothonotary Warbler and Killdeer. 

When is World Migratory Bird Day?
The official date for WMBD in the U.S. and Canada is the 
second Saturday in May (May 11 in 2019). In Mexico, the 
Caribbean, and Central and South America, it is the second 
Saturday in October (October 12 in 2019). Because birds have 
different schedules, however, we encourage you to host your 
program or event when participants will be most likely to see 

birds. World Migratory Bird Day can be celebrated every month of the year! 

Environment for the Americas coordinates WMBD in the Americas to increase 
awareness and motivate consrvation of the migratory birds we share across 
borders. It is a celebration of one of the most important and spectacular events 
in the life of a migratory bird—its journey between breeding and non-breeding 
grounds. The program was created in 1993 by the Smithsonian Migratory Bird 
Center to focus public attention on the need for action to conserve birds and 
their habitats. 

Learn more about WMBD products & events:
 info@environmentamericas.org   •   environmentamericas.org & 

migratorybirdday.org   •   303.499.1950
              Register your event      WMBD is global!
             migratorybirdday.org/events     Visit WorldMigratoryBirdDay.org
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