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Table 5-2. Status, special factors, and nesting requirements of desert focal specie 
 
 

Species 

 
Statewide 

Status 

 
Historical 
Breeding 
Range'  

Reliable 
BBS 

trend? 

 
 

Special Factors 

 
 

Nest Site 

 
Breeding 
Grounds 

Description 

 
Territory Size and 
Breeding Density 

 
Burrowing 
Owl 

 
California 
Species of 
Special 
Concern 

Statewide, 
but 
extirpated 
from parts of 
BA/DE 

COLD = No 
MOJA = No 

 
Loss of nesting and 
foraging habitat due to 
intensive agriculture and 
urbanization 
 
Negatively affected by 
control programs for 
burrowing mammals 

 
Burrows created by 
other animals, 
surrounded by bare 
ground or short 
grass 

 
Uses a variety of 
arid and semi-arid 
environments 
characterized by 
sparse vegetation 
and bare ground 

 
Territory size in NM 
ranged from 4.8-6.4 ha. 
Density estimated at 0.9 
pairs/km2 in SAJO and 
8.3 pairs/km2 in COLD 

Costa’s 
Hummingbird  

 
None CECO, 

SINE, 
COLD, 
MOJA, 
SOCO 

COLD = No 
MOJA = No 

Loss of habitat due to 
agriculture, urbanization, 
and conversion of desert 
scrub to cattle forage 
 
Intense drought may result 
in skipped breeding season 
 

Nests located in 
cacti, paloverde, 
jojoba, smoke tree, 
and other xeric 
shrubs, usually 
within 3 meters of 
ground 

Prefers desert scrub 
and desert wash 
habitats 

Territory size varies 
depending on resource 
availability. 
 

 
Gila 
Woodpecker 

California 
Endangered 
Species 

COLD, 
�
�K	����	���

��)� MOJA 

COLD = Yes Absent from riparian areas 
where tamarisk has usurped 
cottonwood and willow 
 
Competition for nest sites 
with European Starling 
could be detrimental 

Uses cavities 
primarily in large 
saguaro cacti; 
occasionally nests 
in honey mesquite 
or screwbean 
mesquite 

Prefers sparsely 
covered desert 
habitats containing 
large saguaro cacti 

Estimated territory size 
was 4.57 ha in AZ desert 
wash. Breeding densities 
were 14.8-24.9 birds/ 
km2 in desert wash and 
9.8 birds/ km2 in open 
desert  

Ladder-backed 
Woodpecker 

None COLD, 
MOJA, 
SOCO 

COLD = No 
MOJA = No 

Grazing may have adverse 
effects on the quantity and 
quality of habitat available 
for this species 

Uses cavities 
primarily in Joshua 
tree, willow, and 
cottonwood. 

Prefers shrub desert 
dominated by 
Joshua trees. 

Density estimated at 1.15 
birds/40 ha for lower 
plateau of Deep Canyon, 
CA 

 
Ash-throated 
Flycatcher 

None Statewide COLD = Yes 
MOJA = Yes 

Loss of habitat from 
clearing for agriculture, 
urbanization, and 
suburbanization, and from 
flood-control projects  

Nests primarily in 
natural cavities, 
woodpecker holes, 
and nest boxes 

Prefers arid and 
semiarid scrub and 
open woodland, as 
well as riparian 
woodland  

In n. Pinal Co., AZ, 
densities 4.6–6.7 
individuals/40 ha in 
desert-wash habitat, and 
6.4–6.8/40 ha in desert-
upland habitat. 
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Species 

 
Statewide 

Status 

 
Historical 
Breeding 
Range'  

Reliable 
BBS 

trend? 

 
 

Special Factors 

 
 

Nest Site 

 
Breeding 
Grounds 

Description 

 
Territory Size and 
Breeding Density 

 
Common 
Raven 

None Statewide COLD = Yes 
MOJA = Yes 

Implicated as a causative 
factor in the decline of the 
desert tortoise 
 
Desert populations 
increasing rapidly due to 
food subsidization from 
humans 

Highly variable. 
Uses manmade 
structures such as 
power line towers, 
telephone poles, 
abandoned 
buildings 

In desert habitats, 
occurs near 
humans; in 
significantly 
greater numbers at 
landfills, ag fields 
and along 
highways 

Territory size varies 
greatly.  Nests as little as 
300m apart in human-
dominated landscape in 
Mojave. 

 
Verdin None COLD, 

MOJA, 
SOCO 

COLD = Yes 
MOJA = No 

Land-clearing for 
agriculture and rapid 
development of resort areas 
and golf courses has 
reduced available habitat 

Nests often are 
located along 
desert washes or at 
edge of vegetative 
boundaries 

Desert scrub, 
chiefly in areas 
along washes 
where thorny 
vegetation occurs 
or in desert riparian 
zones 

Territory size of 8 ha 
recorded in NM. 
Breeding densities 
ranged from 16-28 
indiv/40 ha 

 
Black-tailed 
Gnatcatcher 

None COLD, 
MOJA 

COLD = No 
MOJA = No 

Requires native vegetation; 
cannot adapt to exotic 
vegetation or high density 
of buildings 
 
Highly sensitive to cowbird 
presence, nearly non-
existant in urban areas 

Nests in dense, 
thorny or leafy 
shrub or tree. 

Desert thorn scrub 
and thickets. 
Densely lined 
arroyos and washes 
dominated by 
creosote bush and 
saltbush 

Territory size ranged 
from 1.1-2.7 ha in NM.  
BBS densities of 4-10 
birds/route/2.5 hrs of 
observation in MOJA 

 
Bendire’s 
Thrasher 

California 
Species of 
Special 
Concern 

COLD, 
MOJA 

COLD = No 
MOJA = No 

Degradation of habitat due 
to off-road vehicle activity 

Nests in shrubs, 
cacti, or trees.  
Substrates include 
cholla, mesquite, 
and juniper. 

Prefers relatively 
open, grassland, 
shrubland, or 
woodland with 
scattered shrubs or 
trees 

Territory size unknown. 
Density estimates 
difficult due to secretive 
nature. 

 
Crissal 
Thrasher 

California 
Species of 
Special 
Concern 

COLD, 
MOJA, 
SOCO 

COLD = No 
MOJA = No 

Loss of habitat to clearing 
for agriculture or urban and 
suburban development 
 
Tolerant of tamarisk, but 
significant habitat losses 
due to groundwater mining 

Nest site generally 
well hidden in 
interior of densest 
shrubs in habitat. 

Prefers foothill 
scrub, desert 
washes, mesquite 
thickets 

Breeding densities range 
from 0.2-18.5 
pairs/40ha, depending on 
habitat type 
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Species 

 
Statewide 

Status 

 
Historical 
Breeding 
Range'  

Reliable 
BBS 

trend? 

 
 

Special Factors 

 
 

Nest Site 

 
Breeding 
Grounds 

Description 

 
Territory Size and 
Breeding Density 

 
LeConte’s 
Thrasher 

California 
Species of 
Special 
Concern 

COLD, 
MOJA, 
SAJO 

COLD = No 
MOJA = Yes 

Degradation of habitat due 
to destruction of substrate, 
litter, or shrubs or repeated 
All Terrain Vehicle (ATV) 
usage 

Nests in thick, 
dense, and thorny 
desert shrubs or 
cholla cactus 

Typical habitat 
throughout range 
consists of sparsely 
vegetated desert 
flats, dunes, 
alluvial fans, or 
gently rolling hills 
of saltbush 

Breeding densities range 
from 0.2-7.3 pairs/km2 

Phainopepla None BA/DE, 
CECO, 
SOCO, 
COLD, 
MOJA, 
SINE 

COLD = No 
MOJA = No 

Closely associated with 
desert mistletoe. 
 
Loss of riparian woodlands 
and mesquite thickets to 
agriculture. 

Often nests in trees 
and shrubs that are 
parasitized by 
desert mistletoe. 

Breeds along desert 
washes and desert 
riparian habitats.  

In desert habitats, 
territories of 0.40 ha 
have been recorded. 
Density estimates of 3-
10 pairs/ha in summer 
range.  

Lucy’s 
Warbler  

None MOJA COLD = No 
MOJA = No 

Closely associated with 
mesquite bosques. 
 
Loss and degradation of 
mesquite habitat has led to 
local extirpations. 

Nests behind loose 
bark of tree, in 
natural cavities, or 
amongst roots 
along riverbanks. 

Breeds most often 
in dense lowland 
riparian mesquite 
woodlands. 

Densities up to 12.5 
pairs/ha.  

 
Black-throated 
Sparrow 

None MODO, 
SINE, 
COLD, 
MOJA 

COLD = Yes 
MOJA = Yes 

Long-term fire suppression 
may make habitat 
unsuitable 
 
Negatively affected by 
urbanization. 

Nests in creosote 
bush, chaparral, 
mesquite, acacia 
and intermixed 
areas of Joshua 
trees. 

Desert scrub, 
washes, and 
canyons. 

Mean territory size in 
AZ was 0.84 ha.  
Densities range from 5.2 
individuals/km2 to 87.4/ 
km2 depending on 
habitat.  

Scott’s Oriole None SINE, 
MOJA 

COLD = No 
MOJA = Yes 

Loss and degradation of 
yucca and pinon-pine 
woodlands 
Increasing fire frequency 
threatens Joshua tree and 
yucca habitats 

Nests partially 
suspended from 
overhanging leaves 
at the top of a 
yucca tree. 

Yucca and pinon-
pine woodlands 

Territory size not well 
studied; probably 
depends on availability 
of Yucca spp. or other 
suitable nesting trees 
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Conservation Issue Existing Resources 

Urbanization ·  American Bird Conservancy Cat’s Indoors campaign materials 
www.abcbirds.org  

  

Off Highway Vehicle 
Use/Recreation 

·  Poster on effects of OHV use on bird populations 
www.prbo.org/desertbirds 

·  Arizona Game and Fish website for wildlife friendly tips for OHV 
use: 
http://www.azgfd.gov/outdoor_recreation/ohv_habitat_areas.sht
ml 

Exotic/Invasive Species ·  Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum INVADERS program 
(http://www.desertmuseum.org/invaders/) 

·  Arizona Native Plant Society 
(http://www.aznps.org/invasives.html) 

·  USGS/UA Desert Laboratory Buffelgrass Eradication and 
Outreach (http://wwwpaztcn.wr.usgs.gov/buffelgrass/) 

·  Arizona Invasive Species Advisory Council 
(http://azgovernor.gov/AIS/) 

·  Arizona Native Plant Society (http://aznps.org/invasives.html) 

·  Buffelgrass Action Center (http://www.buffelgrass.org/) 

·  California Native Plant Society (http://www.cnpssd.org/) 

·  Center for Invasive Plant Management 
(http://www.weedcenter.org/) 

·  Grow Native 
(http://aznps.org/invasives/GrowNative/invasives.html) 

·  National Park Service Weeds Gone Wild 
(http://www.nps.gov/plants/alien/factmain.htm) 

·  Sonoran Desert Weedwackers 
(http://aznps.org/invasives/weedwackers.html) 

·  The Invasive Species Initiative 
(http://tncweeds.ucdavis.edu/methods.html) 

·  USDA Invasive Species Initiative 
(http://www.invasivespeciesinfo.gov/) 

·  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Invasive Species 
(http://www.fws.gov/invasives/) 
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Conservation Issue Existing Resources 

Exotic/Invasive Species 
(continued) 

·  USFWS National Wildlife Refuge: Volunteers and Invasive 
Plants 
(http://www.fws.gov/invasives/volunteersTrainingModule/index.
html) 

·  Sonoran Institute and Environmental Education Exchange have 
a bilingual (Spanish/English) book about exotic and invasive 
plants suitable for landowners, agencies, ranchers, land use 
planners, and developers. 

·  The Master Watershed Steward program educates and trains 
citizens across the state of Arizona to serve as volunteers in 
the protection, restoration, monitoring, and conservation of their 
water and watersheds. 
(http://cals.arizona.edu/watershedsteward/) 

Domestic and Feral 
Livestock Grazing 

·  Arizona Ranchers’ Management Guide 
(http://cals.arizona.edu/AREC/pubs/rmg/ranchers.html 

·  An Introduction to Erosion Control, by Bill Zeedyk and Jan-
Willem Jansens (http://quiviracoalition.org/images/pdfs/73-
Erosion_Control_Field_Guide.pdf) 

·  An Introduction to Induced Meandering, by Bill Zeedyk 
(http://quiviracoalition.org/images/pdfs/75-
Induced_Meandering_Field_Guide.pdf) 

·  Rangeland Health and Planned Grazing, by Kirk Gadzia and 
Nathan Sayre (http://quiviracoalition.org/images/pdfs/77-
Planned_Grazing_Field_Guide.pdf) 

·  The Quivira Coalition (http://quiviracoalition.org) 

·  The New Ranch Network (http://newranch.net/) 

·  New Ranch Network Small Grants program 
(http://newranch.net/NRN_Small_Grants/index.html) 

Habitat fragmentation and 
connectivity 

·  Science and Collaboration for connected Wildlands 
http://www.scwildlands.org  

Groups/Programs that 
promote Desert 
Conservation 
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Conservation Issue Existing Resources 

Private land Incentive 
Programs: 

 

·  The Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 (Farm 
Bill) is landmark legislation for conservation funding and for 
focusing on environmental issues. The conservation provisions 
help farmers and ranchers meet environmental challenges on 
their land. This legislation simplifies existing programs and 
creates new programs to address high priority environmental 
and production goals. The 2002 Farm Bill enhances the long-
term quality of our environment and conservation of our natural 
resources. 

 
·  The Conservation Reserve Program reduces soil erosion, 

protects the Nation's ability to produce food and fiber, reduces 
sedimentation in streams and lakes, improves water quality, 
establishes wildlife habitat, and enhances forest and wetland 
resources. It encourages farmers to convert highly erodible 
cropland or other environmentally sensitive acreage to 
vegetative cover, such as tame or native grasses, wildlife 
plantings, trees, filterstrips, or riparian buffers.�

�
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