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Feature Articles

Satellite and Conventional Telemetry Study of
American White Pelicans in Northern Nevada

Mike Yates, Boise State University and Center for
Conservation Research and Technology

Large-bodied soaring birds pose a serious threat (o aircralt und human lile when
birds and plines collide. as demonstrated by the 1998 loss of an lowa Air Nutional
Guard F-16 1o a flock ol American White Pelicans (Pelecanus erythrorfivnchos) south
of Ainsworth, Nebraska. Accordingly. the Ruptor Reseurch Center (RRC) at Boise
State University and the Center for Conservation Research and Technology at the Uni-
versity of Maryland-Baltimore County (CCRT) have been developing a model 10 pre-
dictsoaring bird flight patierns for the Department of Defense’s Legacy Environmental
Program. Fallon Naval Air Station in Nevada's Luhontan Valley is the U.S. Navy’s
premier naval air training [acility. From April through September, thousands of Ameri-
can White Pelicans Torage in the extensive  Lahontan Vulley wetlands within the Air
Station’s military operating area. In 1996-97 we outlitted |7 pelicans with satellite
received transmitiers, which also incorporated altitude sensors and conventional telem-
ctry technology. These birds were tracked by auto and ltght aircralt as they made
cross-country souaring flights between a large pelican colony at Pyramid Lake. Stillwater
National Wildlife Refuge and other wetland foraging sites. Altitude data were recorded
continuously during these flights and integrated with detuiled meteorological observa-
tions. As a result of this study we are producing a working model that uses weather
forecasts to predict flight altitudes of pelicans in and around the Lahontan Valley 36
hours in advance.

Previous rescarch has shown that: 1) American White Pelican populations are
broadly divisible into two groups (Western and Prairic) with distinct breeding distribu-
tons and migratory pathways on either side of the Continental Divide, and litle inter-
change between groups: 2) in fall the Western population migrates in a broud front 1o
the southern half of California and western Mexico, usually wintering where minimum
January temperatures stay above 4° C (39.2° F): 3) in spring lirst arrivals on breeding
grounds range from late February in Nevada to Late April in northern Alberta; and 4)
band recoveries of the Nevada population come primarily from California and Mexico.
Our study enabled us 1o garner significant new information on the movements of Ameri-
cun White Pelicans.
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Telemcetry methods

In May and June of 1996 we captured seven pelicans in foraging areas at Stillwater
NWR. Cuptures were accomplished at night by hand net, net gun, and rocket net. In
May of 1997 we captured five pelicans by hand at night in the nesting colony at Anaho
Islund, Pyramid Lake. In June we cuptured an additional five birds at Stillwater. again
using rocket nets at night. Transmiuter packages weighing 110 g (3.88 0z.) were at-
tached Lo pelicans using individually fitted back packs constructed of teflon ribbon. Pack-
ages included both a conventional transmitter at 216 MHz and a Plutform Transmiuer
Terminal (PTT)y at 401.65 MHz. The latter signal. when received by Argos sutellite, )s
used by Service Argos o calculate and report the unit’s position. Pressure sensors were
also integrated for acquisition of alutnde duta. In 1996 PTT s were active for 14 of cach
26 hours for the first three months. then changed to a more intermittent schedule. In
1997 (he units became active continuously during carly June 1o early July. then changed
o a more intermittent schedule. Positions were downloaded from Argos ul four-day
imtervals and analyzed.

Individual Movements

A bricl summary of each bird’s movements tfollows. Some PTT identity numbers
were duplicated in 1996 and 1997 but all (7 pelicans were dilferent individuals. PTT
batleries lasted varying lengths of time, but the 1997 units were programmed 1o last
longer. Iive of the 1997 umts continued to transmit until the subjeets returned to North-
ern Nevada in 1998, All dates refer 1o the year in which a transmitter was attached unless
otherwise noted.

* 5716 (1996) remained in the study area for one month alter capture. 1t briclly used
Malheur NWR_ Oregon during its relocation to the Payette. [daho wrea. Leaving
that area in nid September. 1t stopped briefly near the Great Salt Like. Unah on
its way to the Salton Seain southern Californza. [n mid October it migrated down
the west coast of manland Mexico, arriving on the coast ol Colima slate by
December 2.

ST17 (1996) used the study arca tor almost seven weeks before an unusual weather
pattern assisted it in a swift relocation to the area ot Logan. Utah. In early Sep-
tember it left that area and traveled o the Salton Sca where it remained until at
least October 11.

STI8 (1996) stayed o the arca. and remained w Stillwater NWR on October 23, just
prior to PTT battery failure.

o 5719 (1996) quickly relocated to Californmia’s Central Valley. A location on September
28 placed 1t near Milpitas, California, at the southern end of San Francisco Bay.

= 11982 (1996) used the study area for eight days atter capture before making the first ol

seven round trips ro the Central Valley. Absences from the srea varied from two
o eight days. and this was the only 1996 individual to return to the Lahontun

Great Basin Birds 5



Valley after leaving. On August 21 1t teft Northern Nevada for the central Or-
egon/California border. A location on September 23 placed this individual near
Tule Lake NWR, California.

« 11983 (1996) stayed in the study area for 3.5 weeks, then moved south some SO miles

from Fallon to the Walker Lake area. After foraging in that vicinity for about 5
weeks, itrelocated to the Central Valley. On August 26 this individual was placed
west of Mcreed, California.

* 11984 (1996) used the Fallon area for five weeks after capture, then relocated 1o the

Central Valley. On November 27 it was 1o the cast of Riverside, Calitornia.

* 5710 (1997) relocated to the Central Valley in mid-September. By September 21 it had

reached the Sulton Sea. where it lingered for almost a month before reaching the
Colorado River Delta. It continued 1o wander southward into Mexico, visiting
the Baja Peninsula. Sonora state, Chihuihua state, and arriving on November 17
at the border of Nayarit and Sinaloa siates. By January 11, 1998 it was on the
border of Guanajuato and Michoacan states, and its last good position came from
coastal Nayarit state on February 23, 1998,

e 5716 (1997) left the study arca after about six weeks for the Central Valley. Arriving al

= 5717¢

the Salton Sea by October 20. it had moved 10 coastal Sinaloa by November 1. A
northward movement placed it in Sonora on February 23, 1998, Some four weeks
later it was northeast of Barstow, California, and was positioned on April 1, 1998
1o the cast of Palimdale. Six days later it arrived in Northern Nevada via the Sic-
ramento area.

1997) stayed in northern Nevada for 2.5 months after capture. then moved north
10 Burns. Oregon, probubly visiting Malheur NWR. 1t was positioned at Parma,
then Buhl. [daho before arriving at Bear River NWR. Utah by August 28, On
Seplember 21 this pelican was near Greybull, Wyoming, and a month later ar-
rived at the Salton Sea. Although in January, 1998 we still intermittently reccived
transmissions. our last good fix was November 9 on the coast of Sinaloa state.

* 5718 (1997) begun the first of three round trips between Pyramid Lake and the Central

* 5719

Valley on Muy 29. Our (inal reception verified its return from the last trip on June 8.

(1997) wandered relentlessly and we were often unuble 10 get good positions
from its PTT. [nitially this bird covered much ground around Northern Nevada
beflore relocating o the Central Valley on June 18. On September 3 it appearced
briefly 30 miles south of Hawthorne, Nevada, but was back in the Central Valley
two days later. Our next accurate fix was from Jalisco state in Mexico on January
8, 1998. By April 8, 1998 it had returned to Fallon.

e 5720 (1997) stayed in Northern Nevada until its appearance at the Salton Sea on Oclo-

ber 1. On November 6 it was at the Colorado River Delta, and by Junuary 10,
1998 it had returned to the Salton Sea.
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= 5722 (1997) relocated to the Central Valley ubout 10 days after capture, and reached
the Salton Sea by October 15, Four days later it was at the Colorado River Delta,
and four days after that on western coastal Buja California Sur state. By March
F1, 1998 it had maved farther norih in Baja, and was east ot the Salton Sea two
days later. We confirmed its presence in Fallon on April 5. 1998.

e 11982 (1997-98) stayed in northern
Nevadi for [.5 months ulter cap-
ture. then moved northeast to the
Duck Vadley Indian Reservation bt
on the ldaho border (see Figure X,
1. Returning brielly 1o the study 4
area at the end of September, this
bird moved south around Octo-
ber 5. By October 8 it had crossed
the Mexican border and later  Figurel.

. Migratory Path
spent the winter near the border e e 0 White
ol Guanajuato and Michoacin  Pelican 11982, 1997-98
states. We confirmed its return Lo Dl
Northern Nevada on April 30, ok
1998, It moved to the Great Salt
Lake by July 17. 1998, und re- Boise State University and Center for Conservation Rescarch

mained there at the end of SEp- 4, Tuchnology. PO. Box 380, Carson City, NV, 89702
tember.

o 11983 (1997) moved (o the Central Valley five duys aller capture, but returned after
anather five days. Four days luter it returned to the Central Valley, visiting Griz-
71y Bay und lower San Francisco Bay. In carly November it moved to the Salton
Sea. On March 10, 1998 it was west of Bishop. California. and we confirmed its
return w Pyramid Lake on March 14, 1998,

o 11984 (1997) crossed the Sierra Nevada mountains eight days atter capture and died in
the western foothills near lone. Culifornia. We located the scavenged remains
Tuly 31 ona wooded hillside in rolling blue oak savunna habitat. The harness was
mntact as Gtted, and could not have interfered with flight mechanics. Evidence
suggested gunshot or Golden Eagle depredation as cause of death.

Behavior

Typically. pelicans made local movements in groups of 4 few to several hundred
birds. We tound no evidence that pelicans fitted with transmitters behaved differently
from other birds and ussume that our data are applicable to the general American White
Pclican population.

Significant movements were usually Tfacilitated by rising inone thermal updraft und

wliding to another in repetition. During these ghides airspeeds ol over |13 kiph (70 mph)
were attained. 1t was not unusual on days of deep thermal formation for pelicans to be
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areater thun 3.2 km (2 miles) above the ground during these movements. Wherever an
individual went, it usually had a choice of different flocks heading 1n the same direction.
These Hlocks were dynamic in nature. weth individuals intermitently leaving and joining.
Often vur subjects would join several different flocks during the course of a cross-country
movement. Round trips exceeding 322 km {200 mules) were o commen occurrence. 1t
wats also noted that on days ol inclement weather with little or no thermal activity. birds
were capable ol making these trips under their own power. Fewer birds made such move-
ments on those days, however, and we suspect the demands of feeding young provided
the impetus for those involved.

While we obseved Furly consisient numbers of Amenican White Pelicans in Lahontan
Valley during our core study perod, our research suggest= they were nol afways (he <ame
individuals. Therc is apparently a previously unsuspected degree of inlerchange umong
American White Pelicans i different purls of the inler-mountain west. Non-breeding
adulis. which are noi tied o an areu by nexting demands, might stay in one place for only
the briefest of periods. The movements of 11982 (Figure 1), by ull indications a non-
breeder m 1997 and 1998 during the spang and summer manths of both years. demon-
strafe that even u single individual may have no sel pattern o its wandesngs from year o
yeuar

American While Pelicans were obaerved wo engage in signiflicant travels (o1 reasonrs
thut were nat apparent. One non-breeder joined u flock leaving Carson Lake Tor Pyramid
Loke und then returned o its point of depuarture with another tlock, never having Landed.
This bird mighi have made the 161 km (100 mile} round tip beciause it was drawn 1o the
behuvior of the Hock, or 1o gather mformation for future foraging or breeding aclivitics,

I 1997 six ol the cight subjects with transmitters active inte the late fall used the
Salton Seas for varying periods. In 1996 transmitiers did not last long into the Tall. bul at
least two of the six birds used the Sahion Sea. During August-November 1996, over 8500
American White Pelicans {estimated at 10% of the western population) died during,
major outbreak ¢l botulism at the Sea. O 16 bunded birds recovered during the die-ofl,
&7 (54%) had been banded uf Pyramid Lake. Qur data further illustrale the connection
between these 1wo arens and the vulnerability ol Nevada's breeding population 10 the
ongoing problems in the Salton Sea ecosystem.

Qur results have given us information on movement capabibities and inclinations of
this species, ind the sometimes drmmatic influences of weather, On August 5, 1996 Ne-
vada experienced an unusual summertime upper-level vough, with winds alofioccasion-
aly reaching over 64 kph (40 mph) from the southwest and west-southwest. Number
S717 leftthe Fallon area sometime after 0919, and was 1o the north of the Great Salt Lake
within 1en hours. Qver the hinal 2.5 houes of the journcy iCaveraged alimost 113 kph (70
mph). cbviously sided by a significant tailwind. In 1996 number 11982 made seven
round trips (o Cahtornia’s Central Valley, each of which involved two crossings ol the
Sierra Nevadie range. in 1997 number 5718, a breeder. had already made three such
round trips when its transmitter inexphicably went off the air alter one monih.

In sumimary. we [ound the American White Pelican 1o be o highly mobile species,
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capable of and inclined (o travel at ultitudes and speeds that belic s cumbrous and de-
iiberate stercotype.
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Status of the Northern Goshawk in the Great Basin
Gary Herron, Nevada Division of Wildlife

Introduction

The Northerm Goshawk (Accipiter gensilis) is the largest of the aceipitrine hawks and
is ¢losely ussociated with riparian. lerested habitats. The name is desived from the Old
World nume ol “grous-hawk,” shortened centuries ago 10 goshawk. The poshuwk is
circompolar in distribution with nesting activity in North America restricted priniarily w
the western and northern United States, Canada and Alaska. Wintering birds can be found
as tar south s northern Mexico. Beciuse of the hawk s secretive nature and the relnively
secluded forested arcas that it inhabits, 0 was iitally classified as o very rare nesting
species in Nevada by many onithologias However, aver two decades ol surveys since
1974 have resulied Wi locating over 2530 nesting lerritories that were occupied by adults.
bn 1985 the Division of Wildlife estimaled that there were approximately 300 nesting pairs
present in the State, That estimate uppears 1o have been conservutive.

A typical goshawk nest site in Nevada is located inan aspen stringer at least 600 leet
Tong s Tram 75 16 300 eet wide. Almost without exeeption there is never more than one
goshawk nesting teyritory located in a single drainage. The distunce belween drainages
contdinmg suitable nesting habitat may vary trom one-half mile to over 10 miles. The
majorily ol nesting occurs near small perennial streams aCapproximately 7400 - 7800 feel
in elevation.  Qver 90 percent of documented nests are located i aspen. Since mosl
surveys have been conducted in aspen communities, comler nest sites are undoubtedly
under represented i the survey data.

A typical nestis over 30 inches in dismeter and is comstructed in o madure ree {35-

S0 Teet wall) and positianed n an upper crotch near the tunk. below the canupy iop.
There are usually numerous nexis thal were constructed i previoos years within a
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