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Our field and restoration crews have invested much time and energy improving conditions 
within shrubby draws. A comparison of imagery from the Turnaround area of Partridge Alley 
shows just how much change we’ve implemented. Dedicated planting, protecting, and 
watering has increased the continuity of established woody vegetation.
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Shrubby draws provide connectivity between the floodplain and upland conifer forest. As 
vegetative structure increases with restoration efforts, we would expect a concurrent increase 
in wildlife use. We began mapping bird use of shrubby draws in the non-breeding season 
beginning fall 2012 and continued through winter of 2014-2015. This spring we re-visited the 
draws to assess how bird use and abundance has changed after close to 10 years of work. 

A female Mountain Bluebird perches on exclosure fencing. We saw several “waves” of 
bluebirds moving through the draws this spring and some stuck around to occupy nest boxes.
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We surveyed the lower parts of Partridge Alley, Tongue Creek, and Sheep Camp weekly from 
1 April to 15 May. We used the ArcGIS Field Maps app to map a bird’s location onto high-
resolution aerial imagery. We indicated number, sex, and substrate used.

Partridge Alley 

Tongue Creek

Sheep Camp
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Year Species Abundance
2013 50 1228
2014 57 1478
2022 47 1113

We saw fewer species and fewer birds in spring 2022 compared to 2013 and 2014. But these 
numbers obscure the positive effects of habitat improvements. Exciting trends emerge as we 
consider mapped locations and bird species’ identity on the following pages. 

The singing of House Wrens signaled spring for us. 

We also know weather patterns influence the arrival of many species, and cold, wet 
conditions existed throughout the 2022 survey period. Plant phenology seemed behind 
schedule and bird arrivals seemed late. A few winter stragglers like the American Tree 
Sparrow persisted into our first weeks of surveys. 
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Species 2013 2014 2022
American Robin 176 96 141
European Starling 190 126 46
Spotted Towhee 88 99 120
Dark-eyed Junco 45 165 59
Mourning Dove 102 88 31
Western Meadowlark 68 48 88
White-crowned Sparrow 23 71 96
Black-billed Magpie 74 89 21
Vesper Sparrow 68 82 20
American Pipit 0 162 0
Chipping Sparrow 44 66 30
Northern Flicker 34 43 43
House Wren 40 48 20
Black-capped Chickadee 37 16 53
Gray Partridge 62 15 14
Mountain Bluebird 1 1 85
Brewer's Blackbird 1 19 36
Orange-crowned Warbler 4 22 29
American Kestrel 23 17 8
Ruby-crowned Kinglet 4 24 18
House Sparrow 16 28 0
Tree Swallow 10 20 8
Red-tailed Hawk 15 11 8
Yellow-rumped Warbler 8 12 13
Song Sparrow 4 9 16
Savannah Sparrow 9 1 14
Wild Turkey 16
Townsend's Solitaire 1 14
Clark's Nutcracker 2 9 3
Brown-headed Cowbird 3 6 4
Great-horned Owl 1 5 5
California Quail 10
American Tree Sparrow 6 2
Dusky Grouse 3 1 4
Western Bluebird 2 6

Across all years, we detected 76 species, but 40 of those had less than 8 detections. For the 
species with eight or more detections, American Robins topped the list in all years. We saw 
declines in some species and increases in others. 
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We rejoiced in the decline of the non-native and obnoxious European Starling and House 
Sparrow. The lack of starlings contributes to the overall lower abundance of birds observed in 
2022. Persistent control efforts have paid off, and our native bird species will hopefully 
benefit. We saw a decline in native species like the Vesper Sparrow that generally prefer open 
plant communities for some aspects of their life history. We have more concern for an 
apparent decline in both American Kestrels and House Wrens; their decline has been noted 
regionally and for House Wrens, particularly in the past two springs. Both nest in cavities and 
have variably used both nest boxes and cavities around the draws. It is possible the decline 
we observed relates to changes in nest box conditions versus other vegetation in the draws or 
regional factors. 

American Kestrel
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We anticipated an increase in several species based on the changes we’ve seen over time in 
both our point counts and the territory mapping work of our collaborators at the UM Bird 
Ecology Lab. Indeed, we observed an increase in several shrub-loving focal species like the 
Spotted Towhee (below) and Orange-crowned Warbler which might include individuals 
arriving back early to set up territories or birds resting in the draws during migration. Other 
species that ultimately nest elsewhere but used the draws for rest and foraging during 
migration included White-crowned Sparrow and  Savannah Sparrow. Townsend’s Solitaire 
numbers likely reflect an increase in juniper cover.  Western Meadowlarks appreciate the 
juxtaposition of prominent singing perches of shrubs, young trees, and exclosures adjacent to 
the grassland habitat used for nesting. 

Spotted Towhee
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One of our more memorable observations in 2013 included a pair of Chukar in Sheep Camp. 
We have not seen them since and suspect they escaped from captivity or from a falconer 
nearby. In 2022, we observed California Quail firmly established in upper Sheep Camp, with 
the male songs of “Chicago” punctuating our surveys. We expect this non-native species to 
continue expansion throughout the draws and other plant communities with dense deciduous 
shrub cover and debris.  Our detection during spring shrubby draw surveys represents their 
farthest upland venture to date. 



10

Areas like this scene from lower Partridge Alley, dominated by wooden stakes and plastic 
exclosures in May of 2014, have transitioned to a landscape of thriving shrubs by May 2022.

2014

2022
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A preliminary look at our mapping data shows changes in bird use of areas where we’ve 
emphasized restoration actions. Bird abundance and species richness nearly doubled in the 
turnaround area of Partridge Alley, with birds increasing from 36 to 66 and species richness 
increasing from 8 to 15. We added species like House Wren, Calliope Hummingbird, Dark-
eyed Junco, White-crowned Sparrow, Spotted Towhee, and lost House Sparrow completely!

2013

2022
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Upper Partridge Alley transitioned from dense weeds and almost no woody cover in August 
2014 to clumps of planted trees and shrubs, an orchard, and patches of diverse forbs and 
grasses in spring of 2022.

2014

2022
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Between 2013 and 2022 the number of birds in upper Partridge Alley increased from 132 to 
174 and species richness increased from 19 to 27. Notable additions included American Tree 
Sparrow, House Wren, Mountain Bluebird, Orange-crowned Warbler, and Ruby-crowned 
Kinglet. 

2022
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We still face challenges in many areas, including erosion caused by horse and ungulate 
traffic, heavy browsing and exclosure destruction in some areas, and the presence of weeds. 
But in general draw conditions have vastly improved, thanks to the efforts of our dedicated 
crews. 

2022
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One season of data, however awesome, makes for scant evidence of habitat improvement. 
We’ll complete at least two years of surveys in each season to evaluate the effects of 
restoration efforts. 

Tree Swallow



16

These surveys were a joy to complete and we ended the season with much sadness. It’s not 
often that we can see such tangible evidence of our success. We look forward to fall and 
winter surveys!

We’d like to express our thanks to the various crews that have worked so hard on our 
restoration efforts. Like this ground squirrel, they often work in the background while eyes 
are drawn elsewhere. 


