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I have monitored bird populations on the upper Mississippi River since the early 

1990s. I have also lived in a boathouse on the river at Winona MN since 1987, and 

have experienced firsthand the decline of insects and aerial insectivores. When I 

turned on a light in the boathouse 20 years ago, insects swarmed windows. Now 

only a few caddisflies and midges land on the lighted windows at night. Common 

nighthawks swarmed the sky above the river in spring and summer during dusk 

and dawn. Their population here has not merely declined. It has all but vanished, 

and the same is true for tree swallows and other swallows that once swarmed about 

sloughs, backwaters, bays and lakes in the area. Flocks once numbered in the 

hundreds or even thousands, now there’s only handfuls. 

North American bird populations have declined by nearly three billion birds since 

1970, about 29% of their abundance just five decades ago.1 Scientists claim 

insectivores such as nighthawks suffer the continent’s largest population declines 

and link the losses to insect declines.2 Birds can die outright when they eat seeds 

coated by neonics, and scientists suspect that neonics prevent and diminish the 

emergence of mayflies, butterfly larvae, moths and other insects, and so rob birds 

of food for their young.3 

The Midwest is particularly at risk, since nearly all its corn and most of its 

soybeans are treated with seed-treated neonics.4 Prairie biome in the Midwest, now 
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mostly cropland, has likely become a migration barrier in autumn for birds, due to 

agricultural intensification and probably pesticide pollution too.5 Neonics have 

been found in Midwestern wetlands and waterways at levels unsafe to essential 

biota of the food chain.6 7 The upper Mississippi River appears to be losing 

essential biota of the food chain—burrowing mayflies declined 52% 2012-2019 

and are described as “vital for supporting the commercial fishing industry and 

recreational anglers.”8 

This info reflects only a small amount of the evidence against pesticide-treated 

seeds and neonics. Because neonics and other pesticide-treated seeds are systemic, 

they contaminate the pollen and nectar of non-target plants and kill and impair 

pollinators necessary to the food web: honey bees, bumble bees, blue orchard bees, 

leafcutter bees, alkali bees, red mason bees etc. The loss of pollinators has led to a 

reduction in apple, blueberry, cherry and other fruit crops. Residues of neonics are 
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not only found in aquifers that humanity relies upon, they also contaminate honey, 

apples, cherries and other fruits and vegetables.9 10 

For these and many other reasons, I support the recommendations of American 

Bird Conservancy’s 2023 report, Neonicotinoid Insecticides: Failing to come to 

grips with a predictable environmental disaster. 

• Suspend all applications of neonicotinoids pending independent review of effects 

on birds, terrestrial and aquatic invertebrates, and other wildlife. 

 

• Ban the use of neonicotinoids as seed treatments and include coated seeds as 

unexempt pesticides under Federal law. 

 

• Require that registrants of acutely toxic and systemic pesticides develop the tools 

necessary to diagnose poisoned birds and other wildlife. 

 

• Develop regulatory language to govern safe disposal and storage of 

neonicotinoid-coated seeds and require a prescription from an agronomist 

before use of neonicotinoids as seed coatings is considered. 

 

• Ultimately, we recommend passage of laws and regulations at the Federal and 

State level to prohibit the use of neonicotinoids as a seed treatment.11 
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