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ABSTRACT

An attempt %o census the population of {elifornia clapper rails {Rallus longi~
rostris obsoletus) in Elkhorn and Moro Cojo Sloughs, Monterey County, Celifornis
was initiabed. Ho evidence of rails was fomnd in Moro Cojo Slough. A mnimum
population was set abt 14 birds for Blkhorn Slough. A detailed description of

a nest site isg presented. Survey teckhnigues, including rope drags, broadcasiing
of +taped rail calls and observations on rail "runways”, arve discussed relative
t0 their feasgibility amd validity. DUata are presented on 5 capbured chicks.
Recommendations are made to insure the protection of the limited rail population
in Blihorn Slough. ‘

é/ Supported by Federal Aild in Wildlife Restoratiocn, Project W-5h-R, Californis
Department of Fish and Came, "Specilal Wildlife Investigations".



RECCMMEHDATIONS

To assure the protection of the limited population of endangered Californis
clapper rail in Elkhorn Slough, the following recommendations are made:

(1)

{2)

A Tollow-up study be initiated in Merch, 1973, well before
courtship ends, meking it possible for:

{a) A more accurate population estimste.

(b} More detsiled observations on mated birds.

{c) More complebe data on hatching and fledging success.

The environmental impact study of the proposed rerouting of State
Highway L teke into consideration the projectis effect on the

falifornia clapper rail and wmeasures to be taken o assure its
protvection.



INTRODUCTION

Elkhorn Slough and its environs provide a sultsble hablitat for meny species

of migrant snd resident bhirds (Browning, 1972). Cne resident bird in this
ares of particular interest is the endangered Californis clapper rail (Rallus
longirostris obscletus). The Californis clapper raill was first reported as a
resident of Blkhorn Siough by Grimnell, et al {1918}, Since that time no one
has studied, to any extent, the biology of the California clapper raill in Blk-
horn Slough.

This study wes undertaken to determine: (1) number of California clapper
raile present in Elkhorn Slough; and, {2) location of nesting sites.

STUDY AREA

Elkhorn Slough, locsted in Monterey County, Californis, is a shallow estuary.
The primary study ares (Figure 1) included 1,860 acres of mudflats and salt
marsh in Blkhorn Slough. The secondery study area in Moro (njo Slough, =&
relatively small estuary located approximstely 1 mile south of Elkhorn, in-
cluded 2% seres of mudflats and salt marsh.

The predominant marsh plant of both sloughs 1s pickleweed (Salicornia virginica).
Also of significance are the isolated clusters of salt grass (Distichlis
spleats) and gumplent (Grindelie humilis).

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The study was conducted from April 9 to June 23, 1972. The situdy areas were
traversed on foot. Birds were located by rope drag oOr by thelr responee 1o
taped colapper rail cells. Areas where California clapper rails responded
consistently to taped calls were assigned station numbers (Figure 1). ALl
such designated stations were gampled merially in groups to avold duplicate
counts. The limits of a station's primery chennel fronizge were established
at the fartbest points rail tracks could be found in elther divection of the
tape's central location. This distance, estimated from an aerial photograzh,
defined the length of a sample station. Width of a station was arbitrarily
determined; thusly, making territorial acresge estimstes impessible.

RESULTIS

Moro Cojo Slough

Ho California clapper rails nor signs of rails were found in Moro Cojo Slough.
The mudifiats and salt marsh were Tound 4o be uwnsuitable as rail habitat in
that there were no undercut mudbanks nor sufficient food items.
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Elkhorn Slough

Populablon egtimate

Table 1 represents the Frequency of occcurrence of rails at selected sample
sites in Elkhorn Slough, As Teble 1 indicsies, rops drags flushed only 3
clapper reils. Hone of these birds was found to be znesting within a 20
meter radius of the flugh polnt. Broadeasting of teped clepper rall calls
from a boat yvielded the best results. A winimum population estimate of 1k
California clapper rails was established Tor Elkhorn Slough by adding the
magber of birds noted on April 21 (stationg 7-18) and April 30 {stations
1-8). Although more than a week separated these two sample days, it is bew
lieved that duplicate counts were avoided. Stations 6 and 10 are approxi-
mately 1 mile apart and no rails were noted at stations 7, 8 or 9 on either
sample day.

West sites

Subsequent Investigations of sample sites frequenied by rails rvevealed only
1 negt at station 10 {Figure 1). The nest, whick was found on May 5, con-
tained 6 eggs averaging 44 mm in length and 29.5 mm ip width. On each of 2
successive visgits, May 6 and T, zn additional egg was noted making a total
of 8 eggs. This c¢lubtch size is comparsble to the mean clubeh size {7.62)
of h studies conducied in south San Francisco Bay {(Gill, unpublished).

The nest was centered 15 nmeters from the primery channel and 2 secondary chan-
nels, The nest was situated on a slightly higher plece of ground under a
Saliecornia bush,

There was nothing dlstinctly different about the nest site which would dis-
tinguish it from the typical selit marsh habitat of Elkhorn Slowgh except

for the presence of Distichlis and Grindella scattered in swall columps
sround the nest site., The nest, a perfect saucer shape, was lined with
Distichlizs and dead Salicornis twigs. The canopy was construcited by the
intertwining of a few of the upper branches of the ZJelicornia bush. On

May 28, a rall was found incubating. It would not fiush from the nest until
gently touched on the back. On June 5, the nest wag empty. C(lose examination
of the undercut mudbanks in the area revealed both adult rails and b chicks.
Data on the 4 chicks are in Table 2. Also on June 5, a larger chick was
ceptured and bended at station 2a, {Figure 1).

Peeding

California clapper ralls were chserved forsging on 3 geparate cecasions.

In all imstances, the birds were feeding on striped shore crabs {(Pachyerapsus
crasgipes) which they procurred from wnder the mudbanks., They would place
the orab on the sud; then, using the bill like a Jackhammer, creck the crabd
open Lo expose the mest and entralls.

'Runways"

PTidal flow in the primary chennel of Elkhorn Slough is sufficient to wndercut
the bordering mudbanks. Thege undercut mudbanks were axtensively used ag
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Teble 2. Data oo Celifornia Clapper Rail Chicks Captured in
flxhorn Siough, Monterey Counby, Californis.

Chick lo. Station Ho. Weight Wing Lengih
gy fuatee]
1 10 15.0 25.0
2 10 15,0 £2.0
32 10 15.0 28.0
4 10 16.0 27.0
S 28, 100 " 302.0

* Ho., 5 chick was banded. Band Fo. = TE5=2750L



“rurmays’ by Celifornia clapper rails. Neither tracks nor rails were noted in

gecondary chanmels which are not nearly as undercut as the primary channel,
When tides are high enough (»+5.5 feet) the "runways” are flooded, thus
blocking the escape route of the rails. They then can be readily trapped

on higher ground in the vicinity of the "runway”. On one occasion, & rail,
cornered in this manner, swam across a channel 30 meters wide to reach
safety on an opposite levee, The vrovensity of falifornis clapper rails to
use these "runways’ and the fact that no signs of rails were noted in secon-
dary chamels indicate that the tervitory of s breeding pair of rails must
inciude Lronbage on the primary channel. AL a3l sample gstations, except
station 10, where the breeding pair were recorded, each rail averaged approx-
imately 300 meters of vrimary channel frontage.

DIBCUBEION

Nest loestion is essential to any fubture clapper rall study at Elkhorn Slough.
At a distance, different areas of salt marsh look identical; i.e., it appears
the only plant form present is Salicornia. On closer examinstion, however,
one can find isclated clusiters of Distichlis and Grindelis located on slightly
higher ground. These can indicate prime nesting aress. To find clapper rail
negte by walking randomly selechted sites would not only be time~consuming

vt highly unproductive. The moet feasible method of locating nesbting
California clapper rails in Elkhorn Slough is through the use of taped calls.
The chorus effect, as described by Gill {unpublished), is not & problem.

There are relatively fewer rails in Elkborn Slough than in south San Francisco
Bay. When, during the breeding season, paired birds are consistently drawn
out of an area of salt marsh, one can assume that nesting activities sre
beginning in that area. This assumpbion coupled with cobservatlions nobing

The amount of raill activity under the primery chamnel mudbanks, can lead Lo
the egtablishment of a definite area to be examined more closely Tor Distichiis
and Crindelis patches.

Thie study was started too late to lend much credence to the aforementioned
technigue. It is my contension that by the time the tape was emploved {April
18) wost of the California clapper rails were already nesting. It is sus-
wected that nesting rails are less responsive to eslls and it would therefore
be more difficult to find a voeslizing pair of birds neay thelr nest site,
This is supported by the fact that out of 33 encounters with voeslizing rails
in Elkhorn Slough, only 1 encounter was with paired birds.
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