
 
Guthrie, D.A., "Bird Surveys along the Santa Clara River, 2003; Mouth of 

Castaic Creek Downstream to just below Las Brisas Crossing" 
(July 28, 2003; 2003B)



SURVEYS ALONG THE SANTA CLARA IUmR, 2003 

MOUTH OF CASTIAC CREEK DOWNSTREAM TO 

JUST BELOW LA$ BRISAS CROSSING 

Prepared for: 

Mark Subbotin 
Newhall Land and Farming 

23823 Valencia Blvd. 
Valencia, Ca. 91355 

Prepared by: 

Daniel A. Guthrie 
W.M.Keck Science Center 

Claremont Colleges 
925 N, Mills Ave. 

Claremont, Ca. 91711 
909 507-2836 

dguthrie@jsd.clatemont.edu 

July 28,2003 



Bird Surveys along the Santa Clam River;2003 

Mouth of Castaic Creek Downstream to just below Las Brisas Crossing 


Daniel A. Guthrie 

W.M. Keck Science Center, Ciaremont Colleges 


925 N.Mills Ave. 

Clarernont, Ca. 91711 


909 607-2836 

Nature and Scope of Suweys 

During the spring and early summer of 2003 surveys were conducted dong the section of the Santa 
Clara River between its confluencewith Castaic Creek and a point 114 mile below the Las Brisas bridge 
over the Santa Clara fiver. The total length of the section surveyed was 7.5 miles. 

Each area was surveyed eight times, in accordance to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Protocol for 
least Bell's vireo. Five of the swveys were conducted within the time framesrecommended by the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service Protocol for southwestern willow flycatcher. In order to follow least Bell's 
vireo protocol on kilometers covered per day, each portion (one hh s  Angeles md one in Ventura 
County) was divided into two sections, each surveyed separately. However, observations fiom these two 
surveys are combined in data presentation (Tables 1-2). 

Each survey was conducted on foot by observers well acquainted with both visual and auditory and 
behavioral. characteristicsof southern California birds. Surveys occurred approximately every other 
week between mid April and mid July (there was some variation in timing to avoid periods of p r  
weather) and occuned between 6:00and 10:00 am. At1 birds sighted were counted, but special 
emphasis was placed on finding fmus species, Speciesof Special Concern, and brown-headed cowbirds. 
If fmus species (yellow-billed cuckoo, least Bell's vireo, southwestern willow flycatcher), were not 
visually observed, bpes of their calls were played in an attempt to elicit a response. Personnel for d l  
surveys were Daniel A. Guthrie and Judith A. Sugden, both working under Federal Fish and Wildlife 
Service Permit number TE810394-1, issued under section I O(a){l)(A) of the Endangered Species Act 
and permitted for both least Bell's vireo and southwestern willow flycatcher. 



Habitat Condition and Bird Observations 

Flooding during late winter and early spring of 2003 scoured many sections of the river bed, 
particularly in the portion in Los Angeles County. The result was extensive sandy areas and tittle wet 
riparian vegetation throughout the census period. Only along the narrower river section inVenhua 
County was the damage from flooding less severe. The flooding also resulted in a deepeningof  the river 
channel, leaving many sectionsadjacent to it dry. Annual vegetation, plentiful after the early rains,was 
mostly dead by early June. 

Observationsof all birds are shown in Tables 1-2. The numbers shown are of birds seen and heard, 
with heard individuals formingthe majority of the observations. Numbers vary between censuses for 
several reasons. Bird activityvaries with season. Different speciesbreed at different times of the year. 
In general, species are most easily observed when they are actively defending territories by song during 
the establishment of breeding pairs. Once pairs are established and nesting begins song often decreases 
and the numbers of Kids observed, therefore, also decreases. After young leave the nest, numbers 
observed increase. Thus,for most resident species, numbersof adult birds are most accurately censused 
in April and May,when territorial activity is at amaximum.A few species such as Anna's hummingbird 
that nest early in the season may be underestimated. Numbers of nesting species observed may be 
higher than normal in May due to m i p o r y  birds passing through the area, then decrease slightly in 
June and early July when birds are less active during nesting, and increase in late June and July when 
young birds leave the nest. 

Comments onThreatened and Endangered Species 

Yellow-billed Cuckoo 

The Yellow-billed Cuckoo is listed as a State Endangered Species. Despite playing taped calls of this 
species during June and July surveys, when thisspecies might be present, no individuals of this s p i e s  
were observed in 2003. 

Southwestern Willow Flycatcher 

This subspecies is Iisted as Federally Endangered under theFederal Endangered Species Act. 
Willow flycatchers were once widespread in wet riparian woodland in southern Californiabut now only 
a few individuals remain. Followhg the Revised Protocol (Fish And Wildlife Service, July 2000)five 
surveys (see tables 1-2 for dates) were conducted specifically for southwestern willow flycatcher. All 
surveys occurred between 6:00and 10:OO am.and used taped calls to elicit a response if flycatchers 
were not f i s t observed. 

No willow flycatchers were observed during any surveys in 2003. The report forms required for this 
species ate attached and will be forwarded to the Ventura Office of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 



Least BeH's Vireo 

Surveys of the wet riparian areas along the Santa Clara River followed U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service Guidelines for least Beli's vireo. Eight surveys were conducted between April I0 and July 3 1 
(see tables 1-2 for dates). All surveys occurred between6:00and 10:OO am.and taped vireo calls were 
played if no vireos were heard or seen. In order to avoid disturbing vireos, no special efforts were made 
to determine nesting success or presence of leg bands once birds were observed. However, at each 
location where vireos were found, they were observed at least once, and no leg bands were observed. 

Least Bell's vireos were regularly heard and seen in three major locations, one in Ventwa County 
and two in Los Angeles County. Vireos havebeen seen in the Ventura area, (Figure 1 )  for several years 
prior to 2003. This year between therewere up to 6 territorial malesand 4-6 mated pair nesting dong 
this section of the river. In July additional birds, probably young of the year, were also found as 
m a t e d  territorial birds. 

Least Bell's vireo were found in two locations dong the LosAngeIes County section of the Santa 
Clara River (Areas A and B, Figure 2). Sightings of vireos have occurred in both ateas inprevious 
years. Area A supported between 2 and 5 pair this year. Two of these pair disappeared &er June 12 but 
the remaining three pair continued into July. The second area supportingvireos ( B in figure 2) had two 
and possibly thee singing males starting June 23 and continuing through July 4th. These birds may 
have been young of the year. They appeared young and no mates were observed. 

Comments on Sensitive Species 

Great Blue Heron 

Great Blue Herons are listed on the CaliforniaNatural Diversity Data Base as a species that 
warrantsmonitoring. Individuals of this species was observed sparingly along the river after the 
breeding seasonand along other sections of the river during winter and migration. No nesting was 
observed. 

Whitetailed Kite 

This species is considered a Species of Management Concern by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 
A single kite was observed on June 23 and July 5 in riparian woodland near the Los AngelesNentura 
County line. 

Cooper's Hawk 

Cooper's hawk is considered a Speciesof Special Concern by the State of California. A single 
Cooper'shawk was observed hunting along the main river on June 25'. 

4 



Yellow Warbler 

The yellow warbler is considered a Species of Special Concern by the State of California. Yellow 
warblers prefer wet riparian habitatbut are also found in large cottonwoods in drier riparian areas. 
Singing yellow warblers were observedthroughout the survey period in small numbers. Most sightings 
were in the areas where least Bell's vireos were present Figures 1-2) 

YeUow-breasted Chat 

The yellow-breasted chat is considered a Speciesof Special Concemby the State of California. The 
numbers of chats calling from territories dong this section of riparian woodland are about the same 
number as observed here in previous years. . Most sightingswere in the areas where least Bell's vireos 
were present (Figures 1-2) .A few additional birds were regularly heard in a dry riparian woodIand on 
the north side of the river (C in Figure 2). 

Lawrence's Goldfinch 

This species is a highest priority specieson the Audubon Birds to Watch list for 1996 and is a Bird of 
Management Concern for the Fish and Wildfife Service. Afthougha species of the coastal sage, a few 
individuals of this species visited the riparian zone ofthe Santa Clara River after their nesting season. 

Comments on Brown Headed Cowbird 

Cowbirds were regularIy observed in dl sectionsof the study area and seemed to be attracted by 
tapes of least Bell's vireo calls. Numbers remained high along the river throughout the survey period. 

Summary 

No yellow billed-cuckoosor willow flycatchers were observed during 2003 

About 10 pait of least Bell's vireos were observed along this section of the Santa Clara River during 
2003, six in Ventura County and four in Los Angeles County. This is a slight increase from previous 
years. This greater success may reflect greater nesting success and population increase of this species 
statewide but alsa may be due to the presence of fewer cowbirds along the river due to cowbird trapping 
and a much reduced amount of cattle grazing. 

Among species of concern, the riparian species; yellow warbler and yellow-breasted chat occurred in 
small numbers in riparian woodlands along the river. There were single observations of two mptors 
the white-tailed kite and Cooper'shawk. Both species nest in riparian woodlands, but the scarcity of 
observationsindicates that nesting did not occur along this stretch of the Santa Clara River this year. 
h e  wintering and migrant species of concern,the great blue heron, was observed feeding in small 
numbers on the river, but did not nest in the area. Finally, one coastal sage species, Lawrence's 
goldfinch, was observed dong the river in small numbers as visitors from nearby c o d  sage habitat. 
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Willow Ftycatcher Survey and Detection Form (rev. 4/98) 

Site Name-Santa Clara River: Newhall Ranch, Los Angefes County Gtal Sile F4-- .--

Was site surveyed inprevious year? Yes No Drainage Santa Clara f iver 
If  yes, what site name was used? lower SmfaClara River 
County -Los Angles Stare-CA- USGS Quad Name Val Verde-

Is copy of USGSmap marked with suwq area and WIFL sightirrgs attached (asrequired? Yes No 
Site Coordinares: Start: N-34 25.300 W 118 36.755 UTM 

Stop: N 3 424. t 97 W 11841.307 URrl zone --
Elevation 8 4 0 - 9 5 0  ft. feet 1 meters (circle one) 

**FU in additionals k  infirmutiom on back of thispage ** 
Survey f i  

~ r v e d s )  

Date ( d d / y )  

Survcytimt 

Numkr 
of WTFL 

Found 

Estimatd 
Nmbn 
ofPBin 

Estimated 
Number of 
Territories 

Nest@)
Found? 
Y orN 

(3%-birds 
Detected? 
Y orN 

Pmmw of 
L~vcstock, 
R a n t  

Comments &cmt this survey 
(e.g., widma ofpairsor 
W i n g ,  number of ~crr, ncsl 

sign mlentj or number of W g t s  
Y or^ San;poltntial threats) 

Y 
D. Gulhric h~s/16,11t 0 0 0 n Y 

start 7-9:30 

6:30-7:30 

total tm -2.5 
Y-

D.Guthrie W6111,f2 0 0 0 n Y 
Start 6:30-9 

6 - 7  

fotal hn -3.5 
Y-

D.Guthric Date a 3 2 5  0 0 0 n Y 

Srart 630-8:45 

6-7 

D. G*e 

total brs 3.25-

Date 7/43 0 0 

f 
0 n Y 

Y minature ot the year!
- .  

st;trt 6-8:15 

6-7 

totalhrs 2.25\ 

D.Guthrie 7114,15 0 0 I 0  n Y Y 

rtart 6 4 4 5  

6 - 8  
total hrs-2.75-

Overall Site Summary Adults Paits Territories Ncsrs Were any WIFk color-bandd? No 
(Total onlyresidentWIFLs) 0 0 0 O If yes, repMt color mmbination(sf in t k  comments mion 

m back of fwm 
Total survey hrs_ 14.25 

Name of Reporting individual D a n  Guthrie Date Report Completed 7 R 0 / 0 3  

Submil &e origmnl of thisf u m ~Raia  a copyfor your records 



Fill in thefollowing information completely. Subrnif originalform. Retain copyfor your records. 

Narne of Reporting individual D a n  Guthie Phone # -909 6072836 "-.-

Affiliation -Claremont Colleges Email dguthrie@isd.cfaremont.edu 

Site Name-Santa Clara River:Newhall Ranch, 10s Anzetes County 
Did you veriQ that this site name is consistent with that used in previous years? Yes No ? (circle one) 

This is a section of site previously lumped as lower Santa Clara River 
Management Authority for Survey Area (circle one): 

Federal MmicipaYCounty State Tribal Private 

Name of Management Entity or Owner (e.g., Tonto National Forest) -Newhall Land Co. 

Lengthof area surveyed: -4 miles (specify units, e.g., miles =mi, kilometen = km,meters = m) 


Did you survey the same general area during each visil to this site this year? YesI If no, summariz in comments below. 


If site was surveyed last year, did you swvey the same general areathis year? Yes / If no, summarize in w m e n t s  below. 


Vegetation Characteristics: Overall, are the species in treelshrub layer at this site comprised predominantly of (check one): 
XX Native broadleaf plants 


Mixed native and exotic plants (mostly native) 

(entirelyor almost entirely, includes high-elevation willow) 


0 Mixed native and exotic plants {mostly exotic) Exotichkoduced plants (entirely or almost entirely) 

Identify the 2-3 predominant tredshhtb species: -Cottonwad, willow, 

Average height of canopy: 4 0  ft. (specify units) 

Was surface water or saturated soil present at or adjacentto site? YES . 

Distance fiom the site to surface water or saturated soil: (specify units) 


Did hydrological conditions change sipificantiy among visits (did h e  site flood or dry out)? No (circle one) 

If yes, describe in comments section below. no water present except for 50 yd section trickle in center of section. 


Remember to attach a Xerox copy of a USGS quadhopgraphical map (REQUIRED) of the s w e y  area, noting the survey site and 

location of WlFL detections. Youmay also includea sketch or aerial photograph showingderails of site location, patch shape, 

swvey route in retation to patch, aad location of any willow flycatchers or willow flycatcher nests detected. Such sketchesor 

pttotographsare welcomed, but DO NOT substitute for the required USGS quad map. 


Comments [attach additional sheets if necessary): --





Willow Flycrrtcher Survey and Detection Form (rev. 4/98) 

Site Name-Santa Clara River,Newhall Ranch, Ventura Co. %rat She Yo -
Was site sweyed in previous year? Yes No Drainage Santa Clara River 
If yes, what site name was used? Lower Santa Clara River 
County -Ventmi - - State-CA- USGSQuad Name Val Verde-

is copy of USGSn u ~ pmarked with survey area and WWLsightings attached (is required)? Ail Yes El No 
Site Coordinates: Start: N-34 24.197 W 11841.307 UTM 

Stop: N 3 424.265 W 118 44.370 UTM Zone 
Elevation 7 2 5 - 8 5 0  ft. feet I meters (circte one) 

Name of Reporting Individual D a n  Guthrie Date Report Completed 7 R 0 / 0 3  

Sub& the original of thisform Retain a copyfor your records. 



Fill in thefoiIowbtg infomation complete&. Submit originalform Retain copyfor your records. 

Name of Reporting Individual -Dan Guthrie Phone# -909 607 2836 

Affiliation-Claremont Cotleges -,--- Email dguthrie@jsd.cIaremont.edu -

Site Name-Santa Clara River, Newhall Ranch, Venhlra Co. 

Did you verify that this site name is  consistent with that used in pnvious years? Yes No ? (circle one) 


called lower Santa ClaraRiver in previous surveys. 

Management Authority far Survey Area (circleone): 

Federal MllnicipaYCounty State Tribal Private 

Name of Management Entity or Owner (e.g., TontoNational Forest) -Newhail h d  Co. .-

Lengthof area sweyed -3 miles (specifLunits, e.g., miles = mi, kiforneters = lun, meters = m) 

Did you s w e y  the same general area duriog each visit to this site thisyear? Yes / If no, summarize in commentsbelow. 

If site was surveyed last year, did you s w e y  the same general area thisyear? Yes / If  no, summarize in comments below. 

Vegetation Characteristics: Overall, are the species in tredshrub layer at this site comprised predominantly of (check one): 
XX Native broadleaf piants 

Mixed native and exotic plants (mostly native) 
(entirety or almost entirely, includes high-elevation wilfow) 

CI Mixed native and exotic plants (mostly exotic) Exotic/introduced plants (entirely or almost entirely) 

Identify the 2-3 predominant t r e / s h b  species: -CoMonwood, willow, tamarisk 

Average height of canopy: 4 0  ft. (specify units) 

Was surfacewater or saturated soil present at or adjacent to site? Yes -river free flowingthrough whole section. 
Distance b m  the site to surface water or saturated soil: (speci@ units) 

Did hydrological conditions change significantly among visits (did the site flood or cfry out)? No (circle one) 
If yes, describe in comments section below. no water present except for 50 yd sectiontrickle in center of section. 

Remember to artach a Xerox copy of a USGS quad/topographicatmap (REQUIRED) of the survey area, noting the suwey site and 
location of WLFL detections. You may also include a sketch or aerial photograph showing details of site location, patch shape, 
survey mute in relation to patch, and location of any willow flycatchers or willow flycatcher nests detected. Such sketches or 
photographs are welcomed,but DO NOT substitute for the required USGS quad map. 

Comments(attach additionalsheets if necessary): "---" 






