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Southwestern Willow Flycatcher
Introduction

The southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii extimus) is ‘a neotropical
migratory land bird that breeds in riparian habitat of seven southwestern states including
New Mexico, Arizona, California, Utah, Nevada, Colorado, and Texas (Sogge 1997). It
is one of the four or possibly five subspecies of willow flycatchers currently recognized
(McKernan & Braden 1999). The southwestern willow flycatcher is known to winter in
Mexico, Central and South America. Dense vegetatlon near watercourses or inundated
wetlands is required for flycatcher nesting.

The loss of riparian habitats, invasion of exotic plant species, brown-headed
cowbird (Molothrus ater) brood parasitism, and loss of wintering habitats have
contributed to the decline of this subspecies (McKerman & Braden 1999). The United
States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) listed the southwestern willow flycatcher as
an Endangered Species in March 1995 and designated critical habitat in July 1997
(Federal Register 60 (38): 10694, Sogge 1997). The USFWS reinitiated comments for
additional - critical habitat in 2002.  The Nevada Department of Wildlife provided
recommendations for areas both warranted and not warranted as designation as critical
habitat. The Department recommended including the Lower Virgin River and distinct
sections of Pahranagat Valley and Key Pittman State Wildlife Management Area into the
Critical Habitat Designation. ,

A Recovery Plan for the southwestem willow flycatcher became available as of
the fall of 2002. Consequently, information on the status and distribution of flycatchers
in Nevada is needed to guide the recovery effort as well as critical habitat re-designation.

In southern Nevada there have been recent advancements in the overall
knowledge of breeding distribution and abundance of flycatchers.. From the 1997
through 2003 seasons, standardized surveys in breeding habitat were conducted at sites
on the Virgin and Muddy Rivers, and their confluences with Lake Mead, as well as
Pahranagat National Wildlife Refuge (NWR), Ash Meadows NWR, Oasis Valley, and
Meadow Valley Wash. The surveys were conducted by the following: U.S. Geological
Survey, Biological Resources Division (Colorado Plateau Field Station), San Bemardino
County Museum and the Nevada Department of Wildlife. During the 2003 breeding
season, the Nevada Department of Wildlife surveyed areas that contained potential
flycatcher habitat. (See Study Site Descriptions).

Methods

The survey protocol for the southwestern willow flycatcher, -established by the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, was adapted from Sogge ef al. (1997), with USFWS
revisions (2000). ‘A minimum-of one survey was conducted within three defined periods
of May 15-31, June 1-21, and June 22 through July 17. Where there was evidence of
nesting, the number of visits was increased during-the third survey period in order to
monitor the entire nesting process effectively. Surveys were continued until all birds had
fledged. Demographic data were collected and reproductive success evaluated.

Standardized forms were utilized on all surveys. Data collected included site
name/location, time and date of surveys, observers, number of birds, estimated number



of pairs, territories, nests; and presence of cowbirds-and livestock. Habitat and nest
information included: nest height, canopy height, canopy cover, and UTM (Universal
Transverse Mercator) location. Canopy cover was measured with a densiometer at
each nest area. Where applicable, nest contents were observed using a mirror pole.
Each nest was monitored throughout the breeding season to observe clutch size,
nestlings produced, and fledglings. 'Nests were considered successful if young were
actively seen fledging from the nest or fledglings were visually seen or heard in the nest
area.  Nest failure was documented if nests were empty or destroyed, deserted with
eggs remaining, or parasitized by brown-headed cowbirds with no willow flycatcher
fledglings produced. - The number of cowbirds in survey areas and horse and cattle use
was also documented. : :

Study Slte Descrlptlons

Ash Meadows-Carson Slough, (T17S R50E Sec 9 and 16) Elevation 2230 ft: This
site is located in the northwest corner of the Ash Meadows National Wildlife Refuge.
The slough was highly disturbed in the past due to heavy peat removal and ranching.
Suitable flycatcher habitat at this site consists of large stands of screwbean mesquite
(Prosopis pubescens), and tamarisk (Tamarix chinensis). These stands are interrupted
by large saltbush (Atriplex spp.) scrublands. Water sources consist of small flowing
tributaries from nearby springs that began to dry as the survey period progressed. Both
areas contain dense mesquite and tamarisk with no permanent water source within 400
m. In the fall of 2000, a fire occurred to the east-northeast area of this site. The fire was
contained approximately 60 m from the survey area. The fire traveled to the eastern
edge of the willow flycatcher territories but did not appear to damage any of the potentlal
breedlng habitats. '

Crystal Springs, (T5S R60E Sec 10) Elevation 3800 ft: This site was surveyed for
flycatchers in 2002, when a pair nested at this location. The site is located on the south
side of Highway 375, near the intersection of Highway 375 and Highway 318, south of
Key Pittman State Wildlife Management Area.  The habitat is riparian (spring) with two
man-made ponds. Cottonwoods (Populus fremontij) occupy the overstory (24-27 m),
while black willow (Salix gooddingii 15-18 m) occurs in the midstory. Approximately 80%
is pasture bordered on the west by a concrete channel. Cattle do not have access to the
area. The Russian olive (Eleagnus angustifolia) occupied the area thru the 2002
season. Afterwards, the Russian olive was removed, and replaced with native coyote
willow and cottonwood. Further revegetation efforts will occur in the fall of 2003.

Moapa Valley-Pump Station, (T14S R65E Sec 15 and 16) Elevation 1750 ft: This site
was first surveyed in 2000. This site is contiguous with the Warm Springs Ranch Site
immediately to the southeast (see next paragraph). It is located approximately eight
miles north of the town of Glendale, off State Route 168. The survey begins where the
Warm Springs Road crosses the Muddy River. The survey transect follows the Muddy
River upstream and continues north about 1200 m. Most of the vegetation along the
river is 5-8 m tall tamarisk and 2.5 m tall arrowweed (Pluchea sericea). A few stands of
20-30 m tall Fremont cottonwood and 3-4 m talI honey mesquite (Prosopis glandulosa)
are located nearby.

Moapa Valley-Warm Springs Ranch, (T14S R65E Sec 15 and 16) Elevation 1750 ft:
This site was first surveyed in 2000. It is located nine miles north of the town of
Glendale, on Warm Springs Road near State Route 168. Survey transects were
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established along two waterways, including a drainage area to the west and the Muddy
River to the east. Considerable tamarisk occurred at the east area, while dense
mesquite occurred with tamarisk at the west area. Considerable water and dense
vegetation was located at the site along the Muddy River. Willow, tamarisk, and honey
mesquite canopy heights ranged from 5 to 8 meters, with palms (Washingtonia spp.),
ash, and Fremont cottonwoods ranging from 15 to 30 m high. The wetland vegetation
was primarily cattail (Typha sp.), sedge and bulrush (Scirpus sp.), surrounded by a wet
meadow.

Oasis Valley-South, (T12S R47E Sec 7) Elevation 3270 ft: This site is located east of
U.S. Highway 95 just before entering the city limits of Beatty. It is a small riparian strip
along the Amargosa River. Vegetation is patchy and mainly composed of large Fremont
cottonwoods, coyote willow (Salix exigua), tamarisk, and cattail patches. The streambed
was dry in much of the area by the end of the survey period, with small patches of
running water throughout.

Oasis Valley-Springdale, (T10S R47E Sec 31) Elevation 3960 ft: This site was first
surveyed in 2001, Springdale is located 12 miles north of Beatty along U.S. Highway 95.
The vegetation in this area is diverse. The center of the property is a short circular patch
of coyote willow (approximately 3-4 m in height) bordered on the south side by a small
pond and a small stand of 8 m tall black willow. The surrounding area consists of
inundated bulrush. The rest of the property is scattered with large deciduous trees
including ash and cottonwood. All trees are over 14 m in height.

Pahranagat Valley-Key Pittman (Nesbitt Lake), (T4S R60E Sec 23 and 27) Elevation
3834 ft: This State Wildlife Management Area is located south of Hiko Springs off
Highway 318. The site consists of coyote willow patches that are located on the western
edge of Nesbitt Lake. The willow patches comprise 1.42 acres, with an average canopy
height of 8.6 m. "At the beginning of the survey period, a few of the willow patches
contained small amounts of standing water. As the survey season progressed, the lake
level lowered considerably (see Image 1). As a result, the soil beneath the willow
patches dried and by August some of the willows were showing signs of distress. At the
end of the survey period, lake water was 35-100 m away from the willow patches:
During 2003, cattle began grazing the management area at the end of June and
continued grazing through August.





