
 

Project 1016: Santa Ana Watershed Vireo Monitoring and Breeding Bird Surveys 
 
Avian Monitoring and Management Work Plan Proposed for 2011-2013 by SAWA 
Biologists 
 
 SAWA biologists will play an active role in the watershed program, managing 
field projects involving avian, herpetological, and small mammal populations. SAWA’s 
proposed project, “Santa Ana Watershed Vireo Monitoring and Breeding Bird Surveys” 
will focus on the organization’s avian programs.  Biologists will monitor invasive 
removal projects to protect both endangered and the more common wildlife species and 
manage a monitoring program for the endangered Least Bell’s Vireo that includes 
surveys, nest monitoring, and cowbird management.  Management strategies to improve 
environmental conditions for the vireo and other endangered or sensitive species will be 
implemented. 
 

The biological staff will include 1 Lead Biologist, 1 Field Biologist II, and 5 Field 
Biologists, and 2 half-time Natural Resource Specialists, both with bachelor’s degrees in 
biology. 
 
Least Bell’s Vireo Monitoring 
 
Intensive nest monitoring will be conducted at several sites in the watershed:  the San 
Jacinto River, San Timoteo Canyon, Mockingbird Canyon, March Stephens’ Kangaroo 
Rat Preserve, Temescal Canyon, Santiago Creek at Irvine Regional Park, and along the 
Santa Ana River in Norco, Hidden Valley Wildlife Preserve, and Anza Narrows Park.  
Monitoring begins in mid-March and ends around August.  Riparian habitat is walked 
and territories of the endangered bird are mapped with GPS.  Frequent trips are made to 
these sites to determine breeding status and to locate and monitor nests.  The breeding 
cycle for one nesting pair is approximately 33 days.   A pair of vireos may double brood 
and may try up to 5 times to successfully fledge young.  More than 3,200 field hours may 
be logged monitoring vireos during one season.   Biologists will be in the field between 
dawn and late afternoon 5 days per week during the season.  Once territories are located, 
birds will be observed for nesting behaviors.  Nests will be checked approximately every 
7 days to remove the chicks or eggs of cowbirds, and to document vireo reproductive 
success.  Biologists operate on a buddy system. They usually work alone but check in and 
out with an assigned “buddy” every field day for safety reasons.  
 

Previous results of our vireo management program were used by the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service in its five-year assessment of the status of the Least Bell's Vireo.  The 
2009 Vireo and Flycatcher Management Report is attached as Appendix A and contains 
10 years of SAWA's vireo, flycatcher, and cowbird management activities. 
 
Cowbird Trapping/Management Program 
 
Control of the Brown-headed cowbird is integral to the vireo management program.   
Each biologist will manage the cowbird trapping program at his/her vireo sites.  Up to 8 
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seasonal assistants will be hired to service the approximately 50 traps throughout the 
watershed.  The assistants are trained in bird identification and handling.  An 
administrative orientation will be held for the seasonal employees immediately after 
hiring.   
 

Cowbird traps will be deployed in late February and opened then or in early 
March, before the season begins.  Most of the traps will be closed by the end of July. 
However, those traps still catching cowbirds will remain open through the fall.  Traps 
deployed at the San Jacinto dairies will be kept open throughout the winter because 
winter trapping usually catches a few thousand cowbirds.   Traps must be serviced 7 days 
a week by agreement with USFWS and the State of California in order that all non-target 
birds get released back into the habitat in a timely manner and to ensure that the bait 
cowbirds have food and water.  Assistants report in at the start of the work day to the 
biologist and check out at the end of the day.  This requirement assures the program that 
the traps have been serviced and provides a safety check for personnel in the field. 
 
 Cooperative Agreements for Vireo and Cowbird Programs 
 
The success of our extensive vireo and cowbird management program is due to many 
public and private entities that have contributed to our efforts by allowing us access to 
their property.  Private property owners in Mockingbird Canyon, San Timoteo Canyon, 
Norco, Riverside, and San Jacinto greatly aided our efforts to enhance local riparian 
habitat by allowing us to place cowbird traps on their property.  Private companies and 
public agencies whose cooperation has contributed to the success of SAWA’s cowbird 
management program or to its vireo management program include 3M, the Green River 
Golf Club, Paradise Knolls Golf Course, River Trails Stables in Norco, Canyon RV Park, 
KB Home, Fisherman’s Retreat in San Timoteo, Lake Elsinore West Marina and RV 
Resort, San Jacinto Wildlife Area, the County of Riverside Regional Parks and Open 
Space District, State of California Department of Parks and Recreation, City of Riverside 
Public Works Department, County of Riverside Department of Transportation, Elsinore 
Valley Municipal Water District, Railroad Canyon Water Treatment Facility, Western 
Municipal Water District, Gage Canal, Eastern Municipal Water District, the Center for 
Natural Lands Management, and Harbor, Beaches, and Parks, County of Orange.  
 
Breeding Bird Surveys (including vegetative analyses) 
 
Each biologist will be responsible for a bird study plot on which both breeding bird and 
winter bird surveys will be done.  These sites will be located where invasive plants have 
been or will be removed.  Study sites are a minimum of 25 acres of riparian habitat.   
Eight surveys will be done at each site between mid February and the end of July.  
Repeated surveys during the season are necessary for determining territorial and breeding 
status.  Surveys will begin in the early morning.  Surveys usually take 2 to 3 hours but 
may last longer given that vireo management may be done during this time.  All birds 
exhibiting breeding behavior will be mapped per the Resident Bird Count protocol of the 
Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology (Attachment 1, Pages 7-10 of the PDF).  Results will 
be published in the Institutes of Bird Populations by PRBO Observatory and the Cornell 
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Laboratory of Ornithology (Attachments 2 & 3, Pages 11-27 of the PDF).  A baseline 
vegetative analysis will be conducted for new plots and vegetative analysis of current 
plots will be conducted every few years as appropriate for the change in habitat and the 
scale of measurement.   California Rapid Assessment Method (CRAM) analyses are also 
done on each plot.  Plots to be surveyed in 2011 will be:  San Jacinto River, San Timoteo, 
Mockingbird Canyon, the Santa Ana River at Van Buren Blvd., at Norco, and at Corydon 
and Bluff Streets, Hidden Valley Wildlife Preserve (2 plots), and Featherly Park. 
 
Winter Bird Surveys  
 
Winter bird surveys will be conducted on the above plots (see Breeding Bird Surveys 
section above).  Winter surveys will be done according to Haven Kolb, "The Audubon 
Winter Bird-Population Study” (Attachment 4, Page 28 of the PDF).  As in the breeding 
bird surveys, habitat is walked and birds are mapped.  Eight visits will be made in the 
early morning hours and 2 surveys will be made in late afternoon or early evening hours 
to detect those species more active later in the day.  Reports for 2011 will be completed 
by February 2012. 
 
Raptor Surveys   
 
Raptor surveys will be conducted at four sites:  San Jacinto, Lake Perris, Cajon, and San 
Timoteo Canyon.  One survey per month will be done at each site.  Surveys are done by 
car, driven safely and at speeds not to exceed 55 mph.  A biologist or field assistant will 
drive. A second biologist or field assistant with excellent identification skills will map 
each raptor seen.  The car may be stopped at the side of the road to make a difficult 
identification.   The following behaviors will be noted:  foraging, flying, perching and 
any interactions among raptors.  Locations of all raptors will be entered into GIS.  The 
survey route in San Jacinto is a replication of a study done in the 1980s and results will 
be compared to determine any changes in abundance over time.  A report will be drafted 
by the end of calendar year 2011. 
 In 2008, thirteen raptor species were detected with San Jacinto having the more 
diverse complement of species.  Species detected were Red-tailed Hawk, Buteo 
jamaicensis, Red-shouldered Hawk, Buteo lineatus, American Kestrel, Falco sparverius, 
Osprey, Pandion haliaetus; Peregrine Falcon, Falco peregrines; Prairie Falcon, Falco 
mexicanus; Merlin, Falco columbarius; Cooper’s Hawk Accipiter cooperii, Northern 
Harrier, Circus cyaneus; Swainson’s Hawk, Buteo swainsoni; Ferruginous Hawk, Buteo 
regalis, Turkey Vulture, Cathartes auras; and Golden Eagle, Aquila chrysaetos.  
Biologist Allyson Beckman heads up SAWA’s raptor study program.  In addition to these 
raptor surveys, we will survey Chino Hills State Park for the Golden Eagle. 
 
California Least Tern 
 
The nesting population of the endangered California Least Terns at Huntington Beach 
will be monitored in association with California State Parks, California Department of 
Fish and Game, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.   This 8.6-acre fenced colony,  
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located at the mouth of the Santa Ana River, has been set aside for the endangered 
California Least Tern.  The USFWS asked SAWA to take over monitoring of this colony 
3 years ago.  The colony will be visited twice a week between mid-May and the end of 
July to count nests, eggs, and fledglings, and to note hatchings, depredation, and 
abandonment of nests and eggs.   Three to four biologists participate in each survey and 
will use individual 'blinds' upon entering the colony.  The blinds prevent the entire colony 
from flushing upon the approach of humans.  Assigned routes through the colony will be 
walked.  Nests will be mapped.  Nests will be marked with 2 tongue depressors, marked 
with a unique nest number, to the south and west approximately 2 ft. from the nest.  The 
number of eggs or chicks will be documented at each visit.  Results will be reported to 
the Department of Fish and Game via its formatted results file before December 31.  An 
annual report will be submitted to USFWS by December 31. 
 Management of the Least Tern will also include the preparation of a new site on 
the Tern Island in the Santa Ana Marsh in cooperation with the Army Corps of 
Engineers.  This island was originally meant to be a tern nesting site but funds were not 
available and it has remained underutilized for many years.  SAWA took the lead in 
preparing the site for nesting by sponsoring a volunteer Tern Island Weed Pull Day in 
December 2008.  Vegetation management continued in 2009.  The site was not used by 
Least Terns in 2009 but the site management will continue. 
 
Santa Ana River Levee Surveys   
 
Spring and winter surveys on avian utilization of the Santa Ana River from Weir Canyon 
Road in Yorba Linda to Chapman Avenue in Orange will be conducted.  This study is an 
examination of the use of the constructed sand berms at the Orange County Water 
District's recharge basin.  Biologists drive the levee, stopping to count all birds observed 
in the river and, during the spring counts, to document nesting behavior.   Surveys take 
place approximately every 2 weeks.  Surveys begin around 8 a.m. and end between 10 
a.m. and noon.  The 2010 spring survey (report in progress) detected many nesting Black-
necked stilts, Himantopus mexicanus; Killdeer, Charadrius vociferans; Wood Ducks, Aix 
sponsa; and Mallards, Anas platyrhynchos.   The winter 2009-2010 report is attached. 
 
Focal Species Surveys 
 
 Because of the success of the vireo management program, SAWA biologists are 
developing a program to monitor sensitive species in the watershed.  While not listed, 
many species are declining due to habitat loss or degradation.  These species are listed by 
the State of California as Species of Concern and by the Western Riverside County 
Multiple Species Habitat Conservation Program as Focal Species.   SAWA biologists will 
continue to document the presence of these species in the watershed during the vireo 
monitoring efforts and the breeding and winter bird surveys.  Sensitive species detected 
in 2009 include the Yellow Warbler, Dendroica petechia; and the Yellow-breasted Chat, 
Icteria virens.   A minimum of 424 Yellow Warblers and 210 Yellow-breasted Chats 
were detected in the watershed in 2009.   SAWA will continue to map the presence of the 
Burrowing Owl, Athene cunicularia.  We will document the presence of the San Diego 
Coast Horn Lizard, Phrynosoma coronatum blainvillii, in the watershed through a study 
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of transects established in Featherly Park, Hidden Valley Wildlife Preserve, Goose Creek 
Golf Club in Norco, Chino Hills State Park, Gavilan Hills, and Rancho Cucamonga.  
Field work will also be done on the Loggerhead Shrikes, Lanius ludovicianus; and 
rufous-crowned sparrow, Aminophila ruficeps.   Other sensitive species will be studied 
opportunistically and major efforts may be made. 
 SAWA biologists participate in multi-agency working groups for Tri-colored 
Blackbird, Agelaius tricolor.  Melody Aimar, Biologist II, leads the Riverside/San 
Bernardino sub-working group for the recovery of the Cactus Wren, Camphylorphynchus 
brunneicapillus. 
 Some focal species activities will be done in partnership with the Western 
Riverside County Multi-species Habitat Conservation Plan.  In 2011 SAWA plans to 
participate in surveys for sensitive avian riparian and coastal sage species, including the 
Yellow Warbler, Yellow-breasted Chat, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, California Gnatcatcher, 
Polioptila californica, Bell's Sage Sparrow, Amphispiza belli, Rufous-crowned Sparrow, 
Aimophila ruficeps, and Cactus Wren. 
 SAWA biologists will support biological activities at the Chino Creek Wetlands 
Park at the Inland Empire Utilities Agency.  Biologist David McMichael monitored 25 
Tree Swallow, Tachycineta bicolor, nesting boxes at the ponds in the park in 2009.  
Twenty-one of the boxes were used for an 84% utilization rate.  Nesting success was 93% 
and a minimum of 93 fledglings was confirmed. 
 Biologists will continue to write fact sheets on the status and distribution of 
endangered, threatened, or other sensitive species.  These information sheets are being 
developed for community outreach to educate the public on the presence and the needs of 
wildlife in the watershed.  New accounts developed in 2009 include the rubber boa, and 
San Diego Pocket Mouse.  Fact sheets on other species can be found on the SAWA 
website, sawatershed.org, and include the Orange-throated Whiptail, Southwestern 
Willow Flycatcher, Empidonax traillii extimus, Cactus Wren, Tri-colored Blackbird, 
Cooper’s Hawk, Accipter cooperii, Loggerhead Shrike, Lanius ludovicianus, Osprey, 
Pandion haliaetus, Yellow Warbler, Rufous-crowned Sparrow, , San Diego Horned 
Lizard, Arroyo Toad, Bufo californicus, Western Spade foot Toad, Spea hammondii, 
Western Red Bat, Lasiurus blossevillii, and Stephen’s Kangaroo Rat, Dipodomys 
stephensi,   A fact sheet on the noxious weed, bladder flower, Araujia sericifera, is also 
available. 
 
Information Sharing Activities of SAWA  
 
SAWA biologists will continue to provide information and advice to agencies and project 
developers.  SAWA will work with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to mitigate the 
project to reinforce the Santa Ana River downstream of Prado Dam.  When originally 
planned, this section of river contained few vireo territories.  In the intervening years the 
quality of the cottonwood-willow forest has dramatically increased with a commensurate 
increase in the number of vireo territories.  Terry Reeser will lead this project.  SAWA 
will work with the developers at Mockingbird Canyon Estates II to protect the riparian 
corridor adjacent to its construction zone.  SAWA will work with the California 
Department of Fish and Game and the Goose Creek Golf Club to develop a mitigation 
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plan. SAWA will work with local agencies as problems arise, e.g., we cooperated with 
the City of Chino Hills on landscaping projects that impacted local owls. 
 Biologists will participate in professional society activities and community public 
outreach.  SAWA assisted “Keep America Beautiful” in its annual clean-up work in 
Temescal by providing information on the presence of endangered birds in the clean up 
area.  SAWA participated in environmental education for high school students at the 
Prado Wetlands.   
 
Biologists will create final reports on seasonal activities including reports on the 2011 
Least Bell's Vireo and the Southwestern Willow Flycatcher, which contains 10 years of 
monitoring and management activities, the 2011 California Least Tern, the 2011 Santa 
Ana River Levee Surveys, 2011 Raptor Surveys, and numerous progress reports on focal 
species activities, including new focal species information data sheets for the public.   
 
 Biologists will continue to participate in conferences on the status of the 
Southwestern Willow Flycatcher, the Least Bell’s Vireo, and the California Least Tern at 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service offices in Carlsbad.  Biologists will attend the monthly 
Multispecies Habitat Conservation Plan meetings for reserve land managers and the 
Wildlife Society Western Section meeting to be held in Riverside in 2011.    
 
Summary 
 
SAWA biologists will continue our vireo and cowbird management programs and 
continue to work with public and private agencies to resolve issues dealing with wildlife 
management.  SAWA biologists will investigate sensitive species, leading to the 
implementation of adaptive management strategies to improve their status.  Issues that 
need to be addressed include vegetation management during the breeding season and off-
road vehicle use.  SAWA will continue to work to educate the public on wildlife and 
habitat needs.     
 
. 
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