
I’m talking about certain food 
coloring - more specifically, red 
dye #40 and the problem with 
adding it to hummingbird feeders’ 
nectar food.

No one has actually done research 
on the potential for red #40 to 
cause cancer in hummingbirds. 
However, some red dyes have 
been shown to be carcinogenic 
in rodents. Add to that the fact 
that red #40 is a petroleum-based 
product, and you have a couple 
of good reasons not to feed it to 
those tiny, high-energy hummers.

Another valid reason not to add 

red coloring to your feeder food 
is that, well, it isn’t necessary. 
Hummers are attracted to colorful 
flowers; it’s not the nectar’s 
color that entices them but the 
container that’s holding the 
nectar. So, if you have at least a 
partially red feeder, it will attract 
hummingbirds. Even plain feeders 
with something red on or near 
them, such as a red ribbon tied to 
the feeder or red flowers growing 
nearby, can bring these birds to 
your back yard for a tasty treat.

So what really is the risk of putting 
a few drops of red coloring into 
the feeder?

Hummingbirds are obviously very 
small animals, weighing in at less 
than an ounce. Our year-round 
resident Anna’s hummingbirds 
(Calypte anna) weigh just .15 oz. 
Hummers consume an average 
of five times their weight in 
nectar daily. That means their 
daily intake of red #40 could be 
significant, if they are regularly 
eating from feeders with this 
dye. Furthermore, according to 
the World Health Organization, 
humans can safely consumer 
0.007 milligrams of food coloring 
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per gram of body weight. A 
hummer whose only source 
of food is a red dye feeder can 
take in 0.4 grams (that’s 400 
milligrams) of the red dye! (It is 
likely to be extremely rare for a 
hummer to be totally dependent 
on feeders for all its food. In 
addition to nectar, hummingbirds 
also eat a wide variety of small 
arthropods.)

Clear nectar in feeders is the 
safest food we can provide to 
these birds. There is another 
reason this is better for the 
hummers, too. As the sugar 
water sits outside in a feeder, 
it can begin to ferment. When 
this happens, the nectar begins 
to look cloudy. That’s a sign to 
empty the feeder, clean it out, 
and replace it with fresh nectar. If 
the nectar has been colored red, 
it is more difficult to notice this 
fermentation occurring.

The best formula for homemade 

The Red Food “No-No”
Yum, a diet that includes a  potential carcinogen. Sound 
good? Of course not. We certainly wouldn’t want to 
eat something like that, and we probably don’t want 
to provide such a food item to wildlife either. Yet that’s 
exactly what sometimes happens...
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Ranger-led
Programs

Experience nature and history in a special way. Programs are 
generally 1 - 2 hours in length. A $3 donation is requested. A $7 
parking fee is charged at Sycamore Grove Park.

June 
Programs

Quick Look:

Birds of Springtown Saturday, June 4  8:00 am

Take a Kid Mtn Biking  Saturday, June 11  10:00  am 

Full Moon Hike  Saturday, June 18  8:00  pm

Creek Walk   Saturday, June 25  10:00 am

Snake Picnic   Sunday, June 26  1:00 pm
 

Birds of Springtown
Saturday, June 4   8:00 am
It’s time for our migration to the north side of the valley. We may see wading birds and ducks in breeding 

plumage, signs of nesting, and raptors soaring. This is an easy walk on an asphalt path, appropriate for all 
ages and levels of birding experience. Contact the ranger at pcole@larpd.org if you have questions.

Ranger Patti Cole   Marlin Pound Park (2010 Bluebell Drive)

Spring Take a Kid Mountain Biking Day
Saturday, June 11  10:00 am
Kids, bikes, and a beautiful ride celebrating the International Mountain Biking Association’s “Take a Kid 

Mountain Biking Day”! Choose your Fun Family Ride: 1) Beginner - relatively flat dirt trail 2) Intermediate 
- Five mile climb into the hills. Registration required: call the Ranger Office at 925 960 2400 or email 
valleywilds@larpd.org. Include the number of children and adults, and which ride you will be going on.

Naturalist Heather Day Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)

Full Moon Hike
Saturday, June 18  8:00 pm
Summer is the perfect time for an evening hike into Sycamore Grove Park! We will be setting out at 

sunset and hike into the hills under the light of a full moon. We will watch the stars and hopefully see a 
few owls and bats. Hike will be approximately 3 miles on unpaved trails. 

Ranger Glen Florey  Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)
 
Creek Walk
Saturday, June 25               10:00 am
We finally had a good wet winter! Let’s take a walk along the creek and look at what all that water has 
brought us. We can also talk about and observe the effect that water flows (both natural and artificial) 
and the drought have had on the park. This will be a 2 to 2 ½ mile walk on flat trails.
Ranger Darren Segur Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)
 
Snake Picnic 
Sunday, June 26                   1:00 pm
Bring a picnic lunch or some snacks and come meet a few of our local snakes at this family-
friendly program! Hear a snake story and make a snake related craft.
Ranger Amy Wolitzer  Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)



Red Food “No-No” (Continued)

nectar to feed hummingbirds is:  4 parts water to 1 
part sugar.

While there is quite a range of concentrations of 
sugar in naturally-occurring nectar, they are all 
relatively low concentrations. The above formula 
best mimics what nature offers hummers. Just 
dissolve granulated table sugar in boiling water and 
stir well. Set the mixture aside until it reaches room 
temperature then pour it into the feeder. The last 
step is to pull up a chair and watch the antics begin.

[This is a reprint of an article that first appeared in 
Valley Wilds in March, 2008]

Male Anna’s Hummingbird   Photo By Patti Cole

Hummingbird at Feeder            Photo By Amy Wolitzer

Hook and Ladder Run
Sunday, June 5

Sycamore Grove Park  will be open during the 
race but expect trails to be very busy. Arroyo 
Road subject to traffic delays until noon.

Hummer Juice Recipe

4 parts water to 1 part sugar
(eg 4 cups water, 1 cup sugar)

•	 Dissolve sugar in boiling water and stir well
•	 Cool to room temperature before filling 

feeder
•	 NEVER add food coloring
•	 Clean feeder and add fresh “Hummer Juice”  

when liquid becomes cloudy

Photo by Captivatingsportsphotos
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Guide to Baby Birds By Ranger Glen Florey

Over the course of the last few months many of the birds in Sycamore Grove have been 
building nests and laying eggs. We are finally at one of my favorite times of the year - baby 
bird time! Many juvenile birds look like their parents, but some look quite different and can 
be hard to recognize. A reminder: if you find a baby bird on the ground please leave it alone. 
Mama birds are quite good at rescuing their babies. If you are sure it is in distress call the 
rangers at (925) 960 2400. Don’t move the baby bird away from where you found it.

Barn owl babies can often be seen in nest boxes. 
Even when young they have a distinct facial disk.

Juvenile dark eyed juncos have the same wing 
feathers as their parents, but lack the dark head.

Juvenile red winged blackbirds are a lot 
more  camouflaged than their parents.

White tailed kite juveniles look a lot like their 
parents but have brown on their chest and 
shoulders and have golden instead of red eyes.

Young kestrels have less distinct feather patterns 
on the head and a smaller bill than the adults.

Great horned owl juveniles are fluffy. If you see one 
look for the parent. They are usually close!


