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Executive Summary

~ Numbers of Tricolored Blackbirds, Agelaius tricolor (tricolors), fell precipitously
during the 1990s, from 370,000 estimated individuals in 1994 to 240,000 in 1997
and 162,000 in 2000. A count of 105,000 in 1999 is considered in the text and is
considered an underestimate. The latest population estimate comes from a United
States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) sponsored Census conducted between
April 21 and 24, 2000. In addition, a season-long survey was conducted to identify,
insofar as possible, all additional tricolor breeding sites present before and after the
date of the Census.

In this report reproductive success (RS) measures the proportion of successful nests
and the number of fledglings they produce. RS of year 2000 colonies is given for
alternative kinds of habitats by nesting substrate and foraging habitat.

Reproductive effort (RE) measures use of time by adults during the nesting season.
RS/RE is reproductive efficiency. Of all tricolor RE for the season 58.9% was at
the 10 largest colonies. When nearby (within 5 miles of each other) colonies were
merged for the entire 2000 breeding season and the 10 largest colony clusters are
aggregated, these concentrations absorb 76.2% of the seasonal RE. Colony clusters
are found in largely agricultural regions. Birds associated with colonies comprising
colony clusters use exclusive foraging areas. These colony clusters are associated
with large and productive foraging areas.

Grain and silage fields in the San Joaquin Valley accounted for 30.0% of the RE.
Four colonies lost to harvest operations accounted for 4.1% of the annual RE. A
USFWS purchase of the substrate crop at two colonies sheltered 14.2% of the
observed RE and produced 12.0% of the season’s fledgling crop (RS). Tricolors
nested at Merced National Wildlife Refuge in heavy infestations of thistles and
mustard in wheat planted for wintering geese. These fields were successfully
managed for tricolors and accommodated 11.7% of all tricolor RE.

Collectively, colonies foraging in rice fields in the Sacramento Valley produced
34% of all year 2000 fledglings (RS). Nesting in cattails (Typha, 2 spp.), and
bulrushes (Schoenoplectus, 3 spp.) associated with foraging for insects in rice
accounted for 26.3% of the season’s RE. Additional rice field foraging from nests
in adjacent wild rice added another 4.2% to the overall RE.

Most of the causes of tricolor declines in abundance are known based upon
observations during the 1990s of specific habitat changes. Causes of loss of colony
sites and foraging habitat are evident and remedies are equally obvious.
Management priorities should be to: 1) locate existing colonies and protect them
and their associated foraging habitat, 2) manage mitigation associated with
development to incorporate colony sites and their associated foraging habitats, 3)
establish agreements with the rice, dairy and cattle industries to protect existing
colonies and their habitats, 4) acquire easements or title to at-risk nesting and
foraging habitats, 5) quantify population trends and their determinants and 6)
identify life history characteristics critical to informed evaluation of management
strategies.
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Recommendations Review

The tricolor problem is spatially immense and differs in its characteristics by area.
It is also not a classical management problem because the salient feature of
tricolors, breeding and flocking in massive single-species swarms, cannot be
preserved by maintaining the species at some minor abundance. Because tricolors
completely overlap private property in the Central Valley, listing them as
endangered would be disruptive and counterproductive. The alternatives are to
encourage landowners and agencies to provide and maintain habitats. In this report
and in earlier reports and publications (Hamilton et al. 1995, 1999; Beedy and
Hamilton 1997, 1999) we have identified multiple management responses to the
tricolor decline problem. These are summarized below.

Management

1. Emphasize further development of habitats favorable to successful reproduction
in enduring settings. Take action to support the protection, enhancement and
creation of such suitable habitats (Hamilton et al. 1995, #8c, f; Beedy and
Hamilton 1997, pg 21; Hamilton et al. 1999, #11). Use HCPs as one imperfect
vehicle to accomplish this (Hamilton et al. 1995, #8b; Beedy and Hamilton
1997, pg 24; Hamilton et al. 1999, #4).

2. Manage all public refuges and lands actively where tricolors regularly settle.
Improve conditions favoring successful reproduction at existing colonies and
colony sites including management of water levels (Hamilton et al. 1995, #8c;
Beedy and Hamilton 1997, #6; Hamilton et al. 1999, #8) and management of
predators (Hamilton et al. 1995, #8d; Beedy and Hamilton 1997, #6; Hamilton
et al. 1999, #7).

3. Canvass the geographic distribution of tricolors for sites lacking one element of
tricolor habitat requirements and forward this information to planning agencies.
Include dairies, rangeland, highways (CALTRANS cloverleafs) and other sites
(Hamilton et al. 1999 #10, DeHaven 2000).

4. Identify tricolor colonies in the path of destruction and protect them, by consent
of cooperating parties, seasonal buyouts and in the long term by purchases of
land and easements (Hamilton et al. 1999, #11). We have participated in the
first two and recommend the latter (Hamilton et al. 1995, #8c; Beedy and
Hamilton 1997, pg 20; Hamilton et al. 1999, #6). Tell colony site owners what
they are supporting, why tricolors are important, and offer them incentives to
encourage tricolors. Investigate the cost to dairies of accommodating tricolor
colonies. (Beedy and Hamilton 1997, #5, pg 20, #6, pg 23).

5. Identify all utilized habitats and colonies on an ongoing basis. Identify
successful and failed colonies and the causes of colony and reproductive
failures. This is my recommendation for the 2001 sequel to the annual Census
(Hamilton et al. 1995, #9a; Beedy and Hamilton 1997, #8, page 25; Hamilton et
al. 1999, #5, #7).
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6. Investigate the cost to dairies of accommodating tricolor colonies. Develop
easement programs for dairies and rice growers to support tricolors. This
should include funding to secure any resources favoring tricolors wherever they
settle (Hamilton et al. 1995, #8b, c; Hamilton et al. 1999, #'s 13, 14).

Science

7. Further investigate life history characteristics of this species, especially

~ demographic population responses such as density dependence, foraging habits
and their reproductive outcomes, movements and wintering habits (Beedy and
Hamilton 1997, #7; Hamilton et al., 1999 #5).

8. Identify interspecies interactions with this species and its habitats (Hamilton et
al. 1995, #9b; Beedy and Hamilton 1997, #8; Hamilton et al. 1999, #7).
Tricolors do not at present seem to fit well into the popular multispecies
concept of management. The ibis relationship and winter habitat associations
are promising places to look (Hamilton et al. 1995, #9b).

9. Determine taxonomic status of Southern California population to determine if it
is a genetically discrete population (Beedy and Hamilton 1997, #8; Hamilton et
al. 1999, #7).

Oversight

10. Establish a scientific committee to review recommendations and direct study
objectives (Hamilton et al. 1999, #1). Submit findings of this research to
relevant action-oriented groups. Proposals for action in support of tricolors
have been submitted by me to all of the following: USFWS, CDFG, Partners in
Flight, the Packard Foundation, the Bureau of Reclamation, the California Farm
Bureau, the California Rice Growers, various water districts, individual
property owners and The Cattlemen’s Association. (Beedy and Hamilton 1997,
#6, page 23; Hamilton et al. 1999, #’s10, 14).

Education

11. Emphasize the relative importance of tricolors as the most highly colonial
North American land bird species and as one of nine California endemics and
as a natural spectacle. There is at present little awareness of this species outside
the limited group of birders and their respective organizations. Educate the
public regarding the status and grandeur of this species and its colonies and
gatherings. (Hamilton et al. 1995, #8a; Beedy and Hamilton 1997, #6).
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Introduction

Tricolored Blackbirds are largely (> 95% of all individuals) endemic to California.
Breeding tricolors nest in colonies but, unlike their sympatric congener, Red-
winged Blackbirds (Agelaius phoeniceus), they forage away from their nesting
habitat. Dense tricolor settlements form either in spiny vegetation (including
wheat, quail brush (Atriplex), blackberries (Rubus) and mesquite (Prosopis)) or in
flooded vegetation, especially emergent marsh vegetation (cattails (Typha spp.),
bulrushes (Schoenoplectus spp.), wild rice and in woody plants such as tamarisk
(Tamarisk), willows (Salix spp.) and mulefat (Baccharis viminea) (Beedy and
Hamilton 1999). Details of tricolor population biology are given in Neff (1937),
(DeHaven et al. 1975), Beedy et al. (1991), Cook et al. (1993), Hamilton et al.
(1995, 1999) and Beedy and Hamilton (1997, 1999), Hamilton (1998) and
Hamilton et al. (1995, 1999). Tricolor life history information is in Orians (1961),
Orians and Christman (1968), Collier (1968), Payne (1969), Cook (1996),
Hamilton et al. (1995), Hamilton (1998) and Beedy and Hamilton (1999). Relevant
life history and population biology comparisons with Red-winged Blackbird are in
Orians (1961), Orians and Christman (1968), Collier (1968), Payne (1969),
Beletsky (1996), Beletsky and Orians (1989, 1996) and Weatherhead and Dufour
(2000). Recent (2000) and past (1931-1999) measures of tricolor distribution and
abundance are in Neff (1937), DeHaven et al. (1975), Beedy et al. (1991), Hamilton
et al. (1995, 1999), Beedy and Hamilton (1997) and in this report.

Previous summaries identify a continuous precipitous population decline (Cook et
al. 1993, Hamilton et al. 1995, 1999, Beedy and Hamilton 1997), correlated with
and probably caused by continuing loss of habitat in the Central Valley and in
Southern California (Hamilton et al. 1999).

Methods
Pre Census workshop

The workshop was held at Santa Nella (Merced County) to coordinate the Census
and to train participants in methods of estimating the number of birds in flocks and
colonies. Santa Nella was selected as the site for the workshop because it is central
to the population of Census tricolors. The workshop demonstrated that participants
could develop skills and confidence in accurately estimating colony size and bird
flock size.

The Census

The 2000 Census was supported by USFWS and coordinated by Bill Hamilton, UC
Davis and Bob Barnes, California Audubon Society (NAS). Bob Barnes served as
a catalyst and drew more attention to the Census than we received in 1999,
accounting for the new high in number for participants filing reports. This Census
attempted 1) to locate all Tricolored Blackbird colonies throughout their current
(April 21-24, 2000) distribution in California, 2) to estimate their numbers and 3) to
determine the outcome of their nesting activity. Focus on a particular date avoided




