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On the edge of extin ction: Can the Tricolored Blackbird (Agelaius tricolor) persist in Mexico?

Summary. The  highly c olonial Tric olore d  Blac kbird  is of e xtre m e  c ons e rvation c onc e rn 
throughout its range . In M e xic o, the  spe c ie s is re s id e nt in northw e s te rn Baja California, w he re  it 
w as ge ne rally c onsid e re d  c om m on 100 ye ars ago. W e  c ond uc te d  ne sting surve ys throughout 
the  M e xican range  in 2007, 2008, 2013, and 2016. During this pe riod , ne sting w as c onfirm e d  at 
six locations but annual ave rage s w e re  2.75 (range  1-4) oc cupie d  site s and approxim ate ly 425 
(range  80-850) ne sting bird s. The  spe c ie s is som e thing of a poste r c hild  for c lim ate  c hange , as 
site s w e re  ge ne rally locate d  at highe r e le vations and m ore  northe rly locations than historically. 
Som e  re lie f from  e xtre m e  d rought appe are d  in the  northe rn portion of the  range  prior to the  
2016 se ason, w he n the  large s t num be r of bird s w as re c ord e d . How e ve r, it re m aine d  d ry to the  
south and no ne sting w as found >20 km  south of the  U S bord e r. Only four bird s w e re  s e e n at El 
Rosario in 2016, w he re  the  southe rnm ost “population” appe ars to be  inc re asingly at risk. The  
spe c ie s has not be e n s e e n at any s e ason anyw he re  e ls e  south of Héroe s d e  la Ind e pe nd e nc ia 
(170 km  to the  north) sinc e  2012. The s e  obs e rvations are  sim ilar to thos e  from  southe rn 
California, w he re  c olonie s have  shifte d  from  c oastal low land s prim arily to artific ial w e tland s in 
inte rior valle ys and foothills at the  e d ge s of hum an s e ttle m e nt.
                W ith ongoing re sid e ntial/ind ustrial and unfavorable  agricultural d e ve lopm e nt (e .g., 
viticulture ), inc re asing ground w ate r pum ping, and pre d ic te d  re d uc tions in annual rainfall due  to 
global w arm ing, M e xican Tric olore d  Blac kbird s have  obvious c halle nge s ahe ad. M e asure s that 
w ould be ne fit the  spe c ie s inc lud e  offic ial d e signation as e nd ange re d ; rigorous annual 
m onitoring of the  ne sting population; prote c tion of ne sting are as through land purc has e  and 
appropriate  agricultural zoning and allocation of w ate r rights; c re ation and m ainte nanc e  of 
w e tland  ne sting habitat at farm  pond s and e ls e w he re ; and public e d ucation. Ric h opportunitie s 
are  available  for c ons e rvation re s e arc h on this e nd ange re d  spe c ie s in M e xic o.
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Speices Range

Recommendations and Research Opportunities 
 
M e asure s that w ould be ne fit the  spe c ie s inc lud e : 

 
 offic ial d e signation as e nd ange re d  in M e xic o 
 partne rs hip of M e xican and U .S. age nc ie s and NGOs to id e ntify, m onitor, and prote c t the  
spe c ie s in the  bord e r re gion 

 rigorous annual m onitoring of the  ne sting population 
 prote c tion of ne sting are as through land purc has e  (w he re  land pric e s are  still m od e s t) and 
appropriate  agricultural zoning and allocation of w ate r rights 

 c r e ation and m ainte nanc e  of w e tland ne sting habitat at farm  pond s and e ls e w he re  
 public e d ucation. 
 

Re s e arc h Que stions 
(w ith M e xican graduate  stud e nts in m ind , w he re  re s e arc h d ollars go furthe r) 

 
 how  inte rc onne c te d  are  M e xican and California populations? 
 how  m uc h site  fid e lity is the re  at c olony site s? 
 how  vulne rable /inte rc onne c te d  is the  El Rosario “population”? 
 w hat are  prim ary foraging are as (and pre y), during ne sting and afte rw ard ? 
 w hat are  prim ary cause s of ne st failure , and w hat can be  d one  to inc re as e  prod uc tivity? 
 w hat are  the  fac tors influe nc ing ove rw inte r survival? 
 w hat m ust be  d one  to c re ate  suitable  ne sting site s? 
 w hat m ust be  d one  to m aintain, e nhanc e , and re juve nate  e xisting ne sting site s? 
 w hat m ust be  d one  to e nsure  that Tric olore d  Blac kbird s c oe xist in an inc re asingly hum an 
e nvironm e nt in Baja California? 

Obvious Threats 
Habitat los s due  to: 
 
 r e s id e ntial/industrial d e ve lopm e nt 
 unfavorable  agricultural d e ve lopm e nt (e .g., viticulture ) 
 inc re asing ground w ate r pum ping 
 pre d ic te d  re d uc tions in annual rainfall due  to global w arm ing 

Our Recent Nesting Survey Results 
 
2007                       80 bird s 

1 colony at 31.6°  
2008                       440 bird s 

4 colonie s, south to 30.0° 
2013                       280 bird s 

2 colonie s, south to 30.0° 
2016                       850 bird s 

3 colonie s, south to 32.4° (<20 km  south of the  U S bord e r) 

San Quintín 16 other sites San Diego
2005-06 33.1 124.7 152.4
2006-07 13.1 100 99.1
2007-08 43 223.3 182.9
2008-09 2.6 239.3 231.1
2009-10 46.6 444.5 266.7
2010-11 88.4 325.7 317.5
2011-12 83.3 219.2 203.2
2012-13 150.5 197.9 165.1
2013-14 26.3 105.3 127
2014-15 84.7 225.8 228.6
2015-16 -- -- 279.4

Rainfall Data (in mm)
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Historical Status 
“ rather com m on alon g the n orthwest coast, breedin g in all freshwater m arshes” 

A. W. Anthon y, quoted by W. E. Bryan t. 1889. A catalogue of the birds of Lower Californ ia, 
Mexico. Proceedin gs of the Californ ia Academ y of Scien ces, series 2, 2: 237-320. 

“ fairly com m on residen t locally in the n orthwestern section of the territory, n orth from  about 30°” 
J. Grin n ell. 1928. A distribution al sum m ation of the orn ithology of Lower Californ ia. 
University of Californ ia Publications in Z oology 32:1-300. 


