





Table 3. Best backyard bird foods and key species they attract in lowa

Food type Bird species

White or red millet Northern bobwhite, mourning dove, spotted towhee, eastern
towhee, American tree sparrow, chipping sparrow, clay-colored
sparrow, fox sparrow, song sparrow, Lincoln’s sparrow, swamp
sparrow, white-throated sparrow, Harris’s sparrow, white-crowned
sparrow, dark-eyed junco, indigo bunting

Sunflower and safflower seeds Blue jay, black-capped chickadee, tufted titmouse, red-breasted
nuthatch, white-breasted nuthatch, American goldfinch, house finch,
purple finch, white-winged crossbill, red crossbill, northern cardinal,
rose-breasted grosbeak

Nyjer thistle seed Pine siskin, American goldfinch, house finch, purple finch, white-
winged crossbill, red crossbill, common redpoll, indigo bunting

Peanuts Red-headed woodpecker, red-bellied woodpecker, downy

woodpecker, hairy woodpecker, blue jay, black-capped chickadee,
tufted titmouse, red-breasted nuthatch, white-breasted nuthatch,
Carolina wren, brown thrasher, summer tanager, scarlet tanager

Oranges Red-bellied woodpecker, downy woodpecker, hairy woodpecker,
orange-crowned warbler, Baltimore oriole, orchard oriole

Jelly (especially grape) Eastern bluebird, gray catbird, northern mockingbird, cedar
waxwing, Baltimore oriole, orchard oriole

Sugar water Ruby-throated hummingbird (and sometimes their rarer relatives

who occasionally wander into lowa) and Baltimore oriole

Suet or peanut butter A large number of birds have been documented eating suet or
peanut butter in lowa, including birds not listed above, such as
pileated woodpecker, brown creeper, hermit thrush, and various
warblers.
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Dealing with house sparrows. If feeding birds, you'll always
contend with the house sparrow, a non-native species that
notoriously drives off other birds and congregates in large
numbers. Fortunately, options exist to reduce its impact. One
way is to eliminate or greatly reduce the use of cracked corn,
one of the house sparrow’s favorite foods. This food can

also be presented separately from the main feeders to draw
these unwanted birds away. Additionally, ornamental shrubs,
particularly Japanese yew (Taxus cuspidata), function as a
roosting and loafing spot for house sparrow flocks, so
remove these plants when possible, especially near feeders.
Likewise, man-made brushpiles also serve as a place for
house sparrows to land before and after attending a feeder.
Choose native grasses and shrubs instead.

Exercise caution in choosing commercial seed mixes as
some include filler seeds like milo, sorghum, or wheat,
which can attract unwanted guests like rodents and house
sparrows or germinate under feeders during summer.
Placing a single seed type on a specific feeder is an
effective way to entice desirable birds and keep unwanted
species at bay. Examples include putting nyjer seed in
specially designed tubes for finches or spreading sunflower
or safflower seeds on platform feeders to attract a wide
variety of birds such as chickadees, nuthatches, cardinals,
grosbeaks, and finches.

Use old foods from the pantry to attract birds. Many
foods in kitchen pantries can attract unique birds. Orange
halves and old jelly attract fruit-eating birds like Baltimore
and orchard orioles, most notably during spring when these
birds have just returned from their wintering grounds in the
tropics. Place the orange halves on a commercially made

Baltimore oriole. Photo by McKinneMike/Thinkstock.com.
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American goldfinch. Photo by PaulReevesPhotography/
Thinkstock.com.

oriole feeder or simply use a headless nail to attach the
halves to a branch or elevated board which is at least three
feet off the ground. Offer jelly (especially grape) in shallow
cups, bowls, or specialized feeders at a similar height. A
repurposed tealight candle sconce works perfectly. When
orioles have shifted their diet to insects in late spring and
summer, other species like gray catbird, cedar waxwing,
and various woodpeckers continue to dine on the oranges
and jelly.

Peanut butter is also a nearly universal treat for birds. In
addition to customary feeder attendees like chickadees
and nuthatches, diverse groups like warblers and thrushes
also enjoy the snack. It can be presented in a wide range
of settings: on traditional seed feeders, suet racks, tree
branches, boards, dishes, pinecones, platforms, or just
about any place where it can be safely accessed by
hungry birds.

Limiting European starlings. To keep European starling
numbers down, eliminate peanut hearts. Peanut hearts are
what remains after the peanut embryos have been removed
during the manufacturing of peanut butter. Thus, peanut
hearts have diminished nutritional content, and they are less
attractive to most birds, except for starlings, which are drawn
to them. A yard may go from starling-free to a starling free-for-
all if a large number of peanut hearts are available. Closing
any openings or cracks on a house, shed or other outhuildings
also makes a yard less attractive for starlings, because they
use these cavities for nesting.



Additional references

P> lowa State University Extension and Outreach - Wildlife Program
www.nrem.iastate.edu/wildlife
Find more resources on wildlife and wildlife habitat in urban and rural environments.

P> lowa Living Roadway Trust Fund Native Plants Database
https://secure.iowadot.gov/Irtf/NativePlantPublic.aspx
The lowa Department of Transportation has a comprehensive database of information on plants native to lowa, their
preferred site characteristics, blooming period, and typical range within the state that can serve as a useful reference
for choosing native landscape plants.

P The Cornell Lab of Ornithology
www.birds.cornell.edu/AllAboutBirds and
http://feederwatch.org
Resources for learning about North American birds and to find articles about feeding strategies for birds and

landscaping to attract birds.

P Birds in lowa
By Kent and Dinsmore (1996)
The definitive resource on the distribution and migration patterns of birds seen in lowa based on historical records
and experiences of the authors.

P> Birdscaping in the Midwest: A Guide to Gardening with Native Plants to Attract Birds
Nowak and Raven (2012) University of Wisconsin Press
Helpful guidebook on practices for attracting birds to landscapes in the Midwest with native plant landscaping.

This publication was updated and revised by Shane Patterson, wildlife communications specialist, and Adam Janke,
assistant professor and extension wildlife specialist, lowa State University Extension and Outreach. This publication built
on work by Georgia Bryan, former ISU Extension and Outreach associate, and James Pease, former ISU Extension and
Outreach wildlife specialist. Karl Jungbluth provided extensive guidance on the landscaping information in this publication.
Digital graphics were initially developed by Rex Heer of ITC-Creative Services and updated by Alison Peters, graphic design
student at lowa State University.

lowa State University Extension and Qutreach does not discriminate on the basis of age, disability, ethnicity, gender identity, genetic information, marital status, national origin, pregnancy, race,
religion, sex, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, or status as a U.S. veteran. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Inquiries regarding non-discrimination policies may be directed to
Ross Wilburn, Diversity Officer, 2150 Beardshear Hall, 515 Morrill Road, Ames, lowa 50011, 515-294-1482, wilburn@iastate.edu.
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