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Bird Safe Design

By David McGuire

A
ccording to the American Bird Conservancy, 
hundreds of millions of birds die each 
year in collisions with manmade structures. 

These deaths occur after collisions with commu-
nication towers, power lines, vehicles and glass 
surfaces. Collisions with glass surfaces on build-
ings are by far the most common type of fatal col-
lision, and this fact must be carefully considered 
when designing buildings or exhibits. Zoo’s and 
aquariums use a tremendous amount of glass, 
but by following some recommendations that 
have been well documented by the American Bird 
Conservancy, our institutions can set an example 
that can be followed by our guests and the com-
munity at large.

Birds cannot see glass, and do not interpret windows as a bar-
rier, or a danger. Making matters worse, reflections of the sky 
and plant materials simulate a possible flight path that really 
does not exist.  Songbirds are most commonly at risk, but col-
lisions have been documented in over three hundred species 
including birds of prey, hummingbirds, woodpeckers and 
kingfishers.

Luckily, there are practical solutions that can be employed 
on existing windows and a host of new strategies for projects in 
design phase. It has been demonstrated that prefabricated de-
cals shaped like raptors do not have the intended effect. Instead, 
decals, tape, or even tempera paint stripes, when spaced no 
more than two inches if horizontal and four inches if vertical 
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present an effective deterrent to birds. The window tape simu-
lates an obstacle for birds, and breaks up reflections. There are 
even specially designed tapes on the market designed specifi-
cally for this purpose.

The Saint Louis Zoo tested both vertical and horizon-
tal tape applications on a particularly challenging building 
façade adjacent to a grove of flowering crabapple trees. To 
date, even after the fall migration season, there have been no 
reported strikes on the windows that have been modified with 
tape stripes.

For new construction, designers can specify glass with 
permanently applied stripes or dot patterns. Some designers 
install mesh over the glass, which helps in shading and deters 
bird collisions. There is even a new product on the market that 
inserts a pattern within laminated glass layers that utilizes a 
UV reflective pattern visible to birds, but invisible to humans. 
The Saint Louis Zoo is installing this specially designed glass 
product in three new exhibits currently under construction. 
The USGBC has recently included bird safe design as one of the 
potential credits for LEED rated construction.

In conclusion, including bird safe design strategies on zoo 
and aquarium projects is yet another way we can walk the 
walk, and educate visitors about simple techniques they can 
easily employ at home to protect wildlife.

If you have a story to tell about your green efforts, please 
send your idea along to David McGuire at mcguire@stlzoo.org. 
We look forward to hearing from you in Green Tales in an up-
coming issue of CONNECT.
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