Bird-friendly buildings for China’s cities

China’s rapid urbanization has resulted in the proliferation of glass buildings, as has been the case
elsewhere in the world. Bird collisions with glass buildings are now an important global factor in bird
mortality (1). To prevent bird deaths in a country that hosts numerous vulnerable species, China
should invest in research on bird-friendly building design and update building codes and regulations
accordingly.

During the day, birds fail to perceive transparent windows as solid surfaces because the glass reflects
images of the sky or local habitat (2). At night, artificial light can disorient and attract birds, leading
to more collisions (3). In the United States, such collisions kill as many as 365 million to 988 million
birds annually (4).

Three major migratory bird flyways (East-Asia Australasian, West Pacific, and Central Asian) cross
China, covering almost the entire country (5). Tens of millions of migrating birds fly across China
each year, with more than 400 bird species using the East-Asia Australasian flyway alone (6). The
growth of tall buildings now poses a severe collision risk to birds. In 2020, 106 buildings exceeding
200 m in height were completed globally; more than half of them were in China (7), but little
attention has been given to collision threats. Preliminary data from a citizen science project suggest
that most collisions occur in rapidly urbanizing provinces such as Guangdong, Shanghai, and Zhejiang
(8). Of the birds that were observed striking buildings, 78% died from their injuries (8).

China and other countries with substantial numbers of glass buildings should work to minimize bird
collisions. Films or netting applied to the outside of windows are most effective (9). New building
regulations should require glass that is less reflective, translucent, or opaque, and windows should
be angled or have smaller panes (10). Green building standards already require energy efficiency and
the use of recyclable building materials (11). Architectural green credentials should be expanded to
include features that mitigate bird collisions with buildings.
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