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In puffin country, Cannon Beach
may honor a red-winged blackbird

Official bird
could help
mark Earth Day

By BRENNA VISSER
EO Media Group

CANNON BEACH
As a part of the 12 Days
of Earth Day celebration,
Cannon Beach will be asked
to consider designating an
official city bird.

But don’t get too excited,
tufted puffins. A different
bird could be brought into
the spotlight: the red-winged
blackbird.

The medium-sized,
black-and-red songbird loves
marshes, brushy swamps and
chirping on city power lines.
They relish pecking out the
seeds of invasive plants and
fiercely protecting habitat
— whether the trespasser be
a fellow bird or an elk. But
most importantly, the species
is an abundant and longtime
inhabitant of the beach town.

“Red-winged  blackbirds
have been in that habitat
forever. It seemed to fit the
character of Cannon Beach,”
said Neal Maine, a wildlife
photographer who serves on
the 12 Days of Earth Day
committee. “They are a part of
the downtown, which is kind
of rare to have a bird colony
right in the central part of the
community.”

The committee, which
organizes a variety of environ-
mental activities throughout
April in honor of Earth Day,
decided it wanted to propose
the idea to the city as a formal
way to honor the 100th anni-
versary of the Migratory Bird
Treaty Act, a landmark federal
law that protects dozens of
species of birds. Adopting
the bird officially would take
a vote from the City Council.
Dozens of cities have adopted
similar designations around
the country.

While negotiating which
bird should be proposed for
the title, the tufted puffin was
considered. Cannon Beach is

Three jail
employees indicted
after inmate death

Neal Maine

A red-winged blackbird protects its territory from an
elk in Clatsop County wetlands.

the home of the largest tufted
puffin colony on the Oregon
Coast, with several festivals
and fundraisers held in their
honor. Between that and the
wide array of puffin parapher-
nalia available downtown,
the black, white and orange
bird has become the town’s
unofficial icon.

But there are many reasons
the red-winged blackbird has
an edge. Puffins are seasonal,
nesting at Haystack Rock for
only a few months of the year,
and are not very accessible
unless “you are strategic about
seeing them,” Maine said.

Red-winged blackbirds are
what people in the community
see every day, and serve as a
better representative of the
area’s ecology, Maine said.
Designating these birds would
also be historically significant,
as many of them live on the
Little Pompey Wetland — a
marsh named after the son of
Sacagawea from the Lewis
and Clark Expedition by
Cannon Beach Elementary
School fifth-graders more
than 20 years ago.

“It’s the idea that every bird
counts, even common ones
like red-winged blackbirds,”
Maine said. “We have a

tendency to go for the rare and
unusual. This is more about
celebrating the ‘common.”

Haystack Rock Awareness
Program Director Melissa
Keyser also serves on the
committee and said while her
program is naturally partial to
tufted puffins, she embraces
the red-winged blackbird as
an official bird.

“It’s the perfect bird to
highlight because it is often
overshadowed by the puffin,”
Keyser said. “While the
puffins are incredibly special
and important, we also want
to give credit to another
species. When you are really
immersed in the environment
here the bird that you see is
the red-winged blackbird.
We could have gone with the
puffin, but the blackbird was
a little more indicative to this
place.”

Puffin or otherwise, the
larger message is to bring
to light the importance of
protecting bird habitat. Posters
of the bird with the caption
“They are all canaries” are
being circulated around town
to raise awareness. The phrase
plays off the old adage “a
canary in a coal mine,” refer-
encing a time when canaries
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Neal Maine
The red-winged blackbird
is proposed as Cannon
Beach’s official bird.
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Haystack Rock Awareness Program
A tufted puffin nests on
Haystack Rock.

were used as early detectors
for carbon monoxide in
mining tunnels.

“They are our measuring
stick to the quality of our
environment,” Maine said.
“When the birds start dying,
that’s when you know you’ve
got a problem.”
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MADRAS (AP)
Three sheriff’s officers in
Oregon have been indicted
on charges of criminally
negligent homicide
in connection with an
inmate’s death.

The indictment was
filed early Thursday
against Michael Durkan,
Cory Skidgel and Anthony
Hansen corrections
officers with the Jefferson
County Sheriff’s Office in
central Oregon, according
to court documents and
a statement from the
Jefferson County district
attorney.

They are accused in
the death of a James
Wippel, 59, who died at
the Jefferson County Jail
last April.

At the time, the sheriff’s
office said Wippel suffered
a serious medical issue a
few days after landing in
jail on drug charges. Para-
medics arrived to take him
to a hospital, but he died at
the scene.

John Wentworth, the
deputy district attorney
with  the  Clackamas
County district attorney’s
office who is handling the
case, said authorities aren’t
planning to arrest the three
before their arraignment,
which is scheduled for
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An attorney repre-
senting Skidgel, Jennifer
Kimble, said Skidgel
would be pleading not
guilty. An attorney repre-
senting Anthony Hansen
could not immediately
be reached Thursday,
nor could an attorney for
Durkan be identified.

Jefferson County
district attorney Steven
Leriche said his office
handed off the case to
the Clackamas prosecutor
to avoid any conflict of
interest.

“Jefferson County is
a small place,” Leriche
said. “We all know these
corrections deputies.”

Leriche added that he
hadn’t been close with any
of the three.

Neither Leriche
nor Wentworth would
comment on what led
investigators to charge the
three.

Negligent  homicide,
the charge faced by each
of the three, carries a
maximum sentence of five

years.

Durkan and Skidgel
are  deputies; Hansen
is a corporal. Leriche

confirmed the three had
been removed from active
duty.



