Winter Surveying for Streaked Horned Larks in the Portland Region:
A Summary of 2014 Efforts by the Audubon Society of Portland
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Color-marked Streaked Horned Lark observed at Rivergate on December 8,
2013. (Photo: Dave Irons).
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OVERVIEW AND RATIONALE:

In January—March 2014, Audubon Society of Portland (ASoP) organized a preliminary citizen-
science project to determine the feasibility of surveying locations in the Portland metro area for
the wintertime presence of Streaked Horned Larks (Eremophila alpestris strigata). Although
Streaked Horned Larks are known to winter regularly at a few sites in the region, our effort
sought to determine whether wintering larks were being overlooked in any areas not regularly
surveyed by managers or covered by birders. We also aimed to ascertain whether and how a
citizen-science survey effort should be run and whether and how it might contribute to our
knowledge of Streaked Horned Lark populations in the wake of the ESA listing decision.

METHODS AND APPROACH:

Twenty (20) volunteer birders and field ornithologists from the Portland area conducted a total
of 87 surveys across 48 sites between 18 January and 22 March 2014 totaling more than 55
hours of survey time. This effort was coordinated by ASoP Avian Conservation Program



Manager Joe Liebezeit and ASoP Board member and Secretary Jay Withgott. Withgott created a
GoogleMaps map of potential survey sites, with input from Liebezeit and from Dave Helzer of
Portland’s Bureau of Environmental Services. Withgott then recruited volunteers from among
area birders with known expertise, and apportioned them among sites. Liebezeit developed
survey protocols, created data sheets, received data from observers, and compiled the results
into a summary spreadsheet. Protocols were designed to enable surveying from within habitat
where possible but from roadsides or other accessible locations where necessary. As the
surveys began, Liebezeit corresponded with individuals from the Port of Portland, Metro, and
other agencies to clarify how best to pursue future collaborative surveying on relevant lands.
We thank Randy Moore for providing a concise photo guide to assist volunteers in the
identification of Horned Lark subspecies.

RESULTS:

Horned Larks were observed at three (3) sites: Two at the Rivergate Industrial Park and one at
the landfill near Smith and Bybee Lakes. Some birds were confirmed to subspecies as E. a.
strigata, and numbers ranged from 1 to 40. Each of these sites was already known to host
Streaked Horned Larks, so our monitoring merely confirmed their presence in Winter 2014.

Our project failed to locate Horned Larks at one other known site, Broughton Beach, or at
any adjacent Portland International Airport sites (although the birds move among these sites
and most airport lands were off-limits to us.) We do not consider the lack of observations at
these sites to indicate an absence of Horned Larks in these areas.

Our project did not locate Horned Larks at the many areas unknown to regularly host them
in the past.

On one occasion, a volunteer photo-documented 2 or 3 color-banded Streaked Horned
Larks at the Rivergate #1 site. These birds were determined to have been banded at Joint Base
Ft. Lewis/McChord in Washington. One of these birds had been photo-documented by the
same observer (David Irons) at the same site in December 2013 (Photo above).

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS:

Horned Larks are few and far between in the Portland region, so it is not surprising that our
project did not discover any new unknown wintering sites. Moreover, many sites surveyed
were judged to have habitat that was non-optimal or that was too limited in area. We conclude
from this that it will likely not be a good investment of time and resources for ASoP to send
volunteers to novel areas in an exploratory manner in the future. However, we feel the project
built greater awareness of potential Horned Lark wintering sites among the birding community,
thus putting a number of formerly overlooked sites “on the radar” for future coverage by
birders. Data from birders in eBird and elsewhere should continue to provide the best
information on sightings of E. a. strigata outside its few known locations of regular occurrence.

Most known wintering sites in the region are on land with restricted access, particularly parcels
owned by the Port of Portland and by Metro. In many cases, our observers simply could not
obtain adequate views of these parcels from peripheral public locations to survey the habitat
effectively for larks. For these reasons, close collaboration with the relevant agencies will be
essential if an ASoP-run project is to continue. We had initiated our project rapidly, once



conceived in January, because winter was half over. We were aware of the Metro and Port of
Portland streaked horned lark monitoring efforts that focus coverage during the breeding
season. Our effort was initiated to provide more robust winter coverage. However, so long as
the Working Group supports the existing Metro and Port of Portland plans and finds them
adequate for year-round coverage, ASoP has no desire to run a redundant program.

The documentation of banded Streaked Horned Larks by David Irons and the fact that
Portland’s birding community includes numerous skilled individuals capable of photo-
documenting banded birds suggests that the talents of the region’s birders could be harnessed
to gather further data on wintering locations—and thus movements—of banded individuals.
ASoP will assist transfer of these lark color-band resightings from the birding community in the
Portland metro region to relevant members of the Streaked Horned Lark Working Group (e.g.
Adrian Wolf, CNLM; Randy Moore, OSU).

In light of the above, Audubon Society of Portland does not plan to establish an official citizen-
science survey program for Streaked Horned Larks along the lines of what was conducted this
past winter, unless the Streaked Horned Lark Working Group feels that ASoP’s efforts could be
integrated with those of Metro and the Port of Portland in a productive way that improves or
expands the amount of data so as to materially enhance recovery of the subspecies. However,
ASoP is happy to consider a program if this can be done, or if there are specific needs that the
Streaked Horned Lark Working Group feels that ASoP and its volunteers are uniquely positioned
to address. One potential opportunity may be to work as a partner (with other relevant
Audubon Chapters) in the range-wide monitoring effort described as “in development” at the
2013 Streaked Horned Lark Workgroup meeting.

Documents:

e GoogleMaps document of potential wintering areas for E. a. strigata. The majority
(but not all) of these sites were surveyed in the Winter 2014 effort:
https://mapsengine.google.com/map/viewer?mid=zNszC6X-2ZsY.k3IFShC8W6xM

e Data summary (Excel spreadsheet) available upon request.

e Protocols, Data Sheets, Site Descriptions, Guidelines to Observers, etc., also
available.
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