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ABSTRACT

The California Black-tailed Gnatcatcher (Polioptila melanura californica)
is restricted in its United States distribution to limited areas of sage
scrub vegetation located in coastal southern California. The historic
range of the species has been reduced in recent years as a result of
habitat loss, with presently known areas of distribution being limited to
Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, and San Diego counties. Although highly
speculative, available information suggests that the United States pop-
ulation of California Black-tailed Gnatcatchers is approximately 1000 -
2000 breeding pairs. Since most known sites of occurrence are immediately
threatened by ongoing urban and agricultural development, efforts should be
made to more thoroughly assess the population's status and to preserve
existing areas of sage scrub habitat known to be inhabited by the species.

Supported by Federal Aid for Endangered, Threatened, and Rare Wildlife,
Project E-W-4. Job Progress Report, Job IV-37.1 (August 1981).



RECOMMENDATIONS

Propose the California Black-tailed Gnatcatcher for inclusion on state
and federal endangered species lists.

Conduct additional studies to determine the precise ecological requirements
of californica. These studies will not only enhance efforts to obtain
accurate population estimates, but will also help in selection of appropriate
stands of coastal sage scrub to receive protection.

Conduct censuses to further define californica's range and population
level, especially in Riverside and San Diego counties.

Through acquisition, easement or zoning, protect remaining areas of the
species' occupied habitat from urban development. The need for such
protection is particularly urgent in Los Angeles and Orange counties.



L
INTRODUCTION

The California Black-tailed Gnatcatcher (Polioptila melanura californica)
is a very distinct subspeciesl/ entirely restricted in its United States
distribution to limited areas of coastal southern California west of the
Transverse and Peninsular ranges (Grinnell and Miller 1944). Recent
comparison of the population's historic and present ranges indicate that
californica has apparently been extirpated from many pre-1960 localities
of occurrence, with continuing declines expected due to rapid destruction
of the species' required sage scrub habitat by urban and agricultural
development (Atwood 1980). This study represents a refinement of previously
presented distributional data concerning californica (Atwood 1980), and
provides additional information regarding population levels and habitat
preferences of the species.

METHODS

Known localities of California Black-tailed Gnatcatcher occurrence, based
primarily on data presented in Atwood (1980), were visited between December
1979 and December 1980. Since Black-tailed Gnatcatchers appear to be less
vocal, and hence easily overlooked, during the warm summer months, most
field work was conducted during winter, spring, and fall. In addition to
surveys at previously identified localities of occurrence, numerous areas
with habitat approximating suitable sage scrub vegetation were checked.
Information from various active field ornithologists and biologists con-
cerning californica's current distribution was solicited and has been
included in this report.

In areas where I observed Black-tailed Gnatcatchers, population estimates

were made based on the number of individuals identified during the visit(s),

the amount of suitable habitat present and percent which was actually searched,
and observation conditions such as weather and time of day. Three factors

make precise population estimates for Black-tailed Gnatcatchers extremely
difficult if not impossible: 1) the species is very easily overlooked,
especially when not engaged in actual nesting activities, due to inconspicuous
visual and vocal displays; 2) population densitites, even in contiguous regions
of uniformly suitable habitat, vary considerably, requiring direct on-site
inspection of nearly every potential locality; and 3) extensive regions (at
least relative to the small territory size of californica) of scrub habitat
approximating the ecological requirements of the species are present in southern
California. Population estimates provided here should not be regarded as

census results, but "educated gueses' based on the present level of our knowledge
regarding California Black-tailed Gnatcatcher ecology and distribution.

RESULTS
Habitat Characteristics
The California Black-tailed Gnatcatcher is ecologically restricted to low
(usually approximately 1 m high) growths of coastal and inland sage scrub

occurring on arid hillsides, mesas and washes of southern California below
2000 foot elevation. Frequently occurring plant species in this habitat

— Ongoing investigation of vocalizations and ecologic distribution within the
Black-tailed Gnatcatcher complex suggests that californica may be specifically

distinct from the widely distributed desert populations (Atwood, unpubl
This opinion is also held by taxonomist A. R. Phillips (pers. cémm.g? . data),



include California Sagebrush (Artemesia californica), California Buckwheat
(Eriogonum fasciculatum), Black Sage (Salvia mellifera), White Sage (Salvia
apiana), Prickly Pear (Opuntia occidentalis), Laurel Sumac (Malosoma laurina),
and brittlebush (Encelia spp.). Although Artemesia and/or Eriogonum are
probably- the most generally characteristic plant species in californica's

United States range, gnatcatcher breeding territories have been noted in areas
dominated by most of the plant species listed above. Factors such as vegetation
height, vegetation density and terrain (slope) may affect California Black-tailed
Gnatcatcher distribution more than subtle differences in the actual plant species
composition of the sage scrub habitat, but inadequate information concerning
these variables is presently available.

As established pairs of californica appear to be quite sedentary throughout

the year (Atwood unpubl. data), most observations of the species may be safely
assumed to be in areas characterized by, or at least immediately adjacent to,
suitable nesting habitat. California Black-tailed Gnatcatchers are occasionally
recorded in more chaparral-like habitats or in grassland areas adjacent to sage
scrub; such habitats appear to be marginal, and these observations may represent
wandering, non-breeding individuals.

Distribution and Population Survey

California Black-tailed Gnatcatcher population estimates for localities known

to be occupied by this species in the United States (Figures 1-5) are summarized
in Appendix A. 1In the absence of verified post-1975 records of californica

from suitable sage scrub habitat in San Bernardino and Ventura counties, I
assume that the species no longer persists in these areas of historical
‘occurrence,

I estimate approximately 400-726 pairs of Black-tailed Gnatcatchers to be
present at 52 southern California sites that I visited (San Diego County,
220-419 pairs; Orange County, 107-182 pairs; Los Angeles County, 4B8-85 pairs;
Riverside County, 25-40 pairs). These figures represent what I feel to be
fairly liberal estimates; in comparison with more detailed work by other
individuals at certain sites, my estimates tended to be higher than actual
population levels (K. Weaver, pers. comm.). Estimates for areas reported by
other observers which I was unable to visit are currently unavailable; however,
I would speculate that these as well as presently unknown localitites of
occurrence probably support less than 1000 pairs total. Based on present
information, I see little reason to estimate the statewide population at more
than 2000 pairs, even assuming that substantial areas of suitable habitat in
Riverside and San Diego counties harbor undocumented populations of California
Black-tailed Gnatcatchers. Certainly additional field work is needed in all
portions of the species' range, especially in Riverside County and inland
portions of San Diego County.

Of even greater concern than this relatively low population level is the fact
that nearly all of californica's presently known areas of occurrence are severely
threatened by urban and agricultural development; in fact, many of the sites
documented in San Diego County were identified as the result of environmental
assessments associated with planned housing developments, and some are no longer
in existence. All major known localities of occurrence in Los Angeles and Orange
counties are bordered by rapidly expanding urban areas and are frequently owned



by land developing corporations such as Irvine Company and Mission Viejo Company.
Only on the U. S. Marine Corps Base, Camp Pendleton, are substantial populations
of California Black-tailed Gnatcatchers present on publically-owned land. Given
present rates of urban expansion in coastal southern California and known dis-
tributional patterns of californica, the future status of the species in the
United States seems questionable.
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FIGURE 1.
g f California Black-tailed Gnat- :
catcher, known localities of o B

= occurrence, western Los Angeles N
County, 1980. i
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