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F L O O D  C O N T R O L  A N D  T E R R E S T R I A L  W I L D L I F E

Riparian habitats are among the rarest 
and most degraded in North America; in 
California’s Central Valley over 95% of 
the riparian habitat has been lost in the 
past century. As part of an unprecedented 
effort to restore riparian habitat and 
wildlife populations in the region, PRBO 
Conservation Science has been conduct-
ing intensive monitoring of riparian 
bird populations at restored and intact 
remnant riparian sites within the Central 
Valley to evaluate the success of restora-
tion projects. Restoration monitoring of 
birds has occurred since 1993 at multiple 
riparian sites along the Sacramento 
River, San Joaquin River, and Cosumnes 
River. This time series accounts for over 
39 “project-years” of data including 
approximately 10,000 detection oppor-
tunities in riparian habitats. These data 
allow comparison of monitoring results 
from the multi-species conservation 
strategy (used by CALFED), a focal 
species approach, and an endangered 
species approach in order to investigate 

the inferences we obtain from different 
avian monitoring strategies. For the 
endangered species approach, less than 
0.01% of our records included federally 
endangered species — in fact a single 
data point, the observation of least Bell’s 
vireo at the San Joaquin River National 
Wildlife Refuge. While these limited 
records are extremely important to the 
management of endangered species, the 
overall inferences that can be drawn from 
these data are limited. The multi-species 
conservation strategy approach is used 
by CALFED and includes all sensitive 
species (similar to Bird Species of Special 
Concern), yet this approach accounted 
for less than 5.0% of our monitoring 
records. Thus the inferences that can be 
drawn from these data are limited. 

The focal species approach includes a 
suite of species that fit into different ri-
parian and floodplain spatial features and 
habitat characteristics that collectively 
represent a healthy riparian system. This 
approach includes both common and rare 
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TAKE HOME POINTS

• Bird studies provide an excellent means 
to monitor the performance of restora-
tion activtiies.

• Focal species approach is most effec-
tive.

• Re-vegetation is working to restore a 
diversity of songbird populations.

species. Using the focal species approach 
for such metrics as bird species diversity 
and reproductive success, we were able 
to make much stronger inferences from 
our data regarding the success of riparian 
restoration efforts.
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