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Update from the Project Manager
 

Greetings Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas II 

(COBBAII) volunteers and friends!  During 

the past few weeks, it seemed as though 

winter and spring were fighting for their 

rightful place in the universe.  One week, 

sunny and warm days brought a smile to 

many faces; but, just when we thought we 

were in the clear, another blistery winter 

storm made its way through many parts of 

the state.  This ping-pong pattern hasnôt 

seemed to stop the birds from doing what 

they instinctively know it is time to do.  The 

breeding season is upon us, and that can 

only mean one thing ï it is Atlasing time! 

 

COBBAII is entering its 4
th
 year, and the 

pressure is really on.  The project continues  

 

to make great progress, with over 50% of 

the priority blocks assigned to volunteers, 

and almost 20% completed (Table 1, Fig. 1).  

However, with only 2 seasons to go, we are 

going to need a big push in 2010 to sail 

confidently into the final year of the Atlas.  

Not to be discouraged, the atlasing effort to 

date has been tremendous.  Volunteers have 

logged over 16,000 blocks hours, submitted 

almost 90,000 observations, and identified 

278 breeders or potential breeders statewide 

(Table 1).  This is a noticeable increase from 

just a year ago, and I thank each and every 

volunteer for their efforts.   

 

While much of the populated portions of the 

state are well covered, the problem areas  
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Table 1. Comparison of COBBAII summary statistics between spring of 2008, 2009, and 2010. 

Summary Statistic Spring 2008 Spring 2009 Spring 2010 

Number of Priority Blocks Assigned 638 818 943 

Number of Blocks with Data 
a
 485 1,003 1,482 

Number of Priority Blocks Complete 8 108 305 

Number of Block Effort Hours a 3,742 10,883 16,201 

Total Auto Miles a 41,193 126,510 223,663 

Total Data Submissions a 19,359 52,305 89,480 

Number of Species Reported a 253  267 278 

Number of Species Confirmed a 207 236 239 
 

a  Includes non-priority blocks. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. COBBAII block assignments as of March 31, 2010. 

 

 

(that is, those with low block coverage) 

include the Eastern Plains and the 

northwestern part of the state (Fig. 1).  

These areas have been difficult to recruit 

volunteers because they are relatively 

remote; however, they offer unique habitats 

with a wide array of bird species.  It is 

important that all parts of Colorado are well 

represented in the Atlas, and I encourage 

COBBAII volunteers to consider adopting 

one of these blocks to insure the projectôs 

success.  I hope to see you in the field this 

season.  Good Birding! 

 

Lynn Wickersham 

COBBAII Project Manager  
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Rare Species, Like Secretive 

Species, Need Special Efforts 
 

By Doug Kibbe and Jeff Dawson 

 

In 1987, a paper was presented on the 

difficulties of surveying rare species at the 

North American Breeding Bird Atlas 

Conference in San Francisco.  At that time, 

it pointed out that although secretive species 

have been generally recognized as needing 

special survey efforts, the same may be true 

of rare species.  Although rare species may 

not be secretive, they present substantial 

challenges to atlas workers and warrant 

extra effort if atlas maps are to accurately 

portray their distribution.   

 

Species which occur in low numbers may 

more easily escape notice by atlas workers 

and be under represented in the final 

product, i.e., the atlas maps.  This problem 

becomes acute in a huge state such as 

Colorado which is forced to sample a small 

fraction (e.g., one out of every six) of all 

atlas blocks.  Missing a species in only one 

or two blocks can dramatically alter the 

species map.  Furthermore, since rare 

species with specialized habitat 

requirements probably do not occur in every 

atlas block, even within the center of their 

range, it becomes important to capture 

occurrences outside the priority atlas blocks 

whenever possible. 

 

To assess whether current efforts are 

capturing some of our most localized or 

rarest species, we compared the current atlas 

results with the results of the first breeding 

bird atlas for about 40 species, most of 

which were recorded less than a dozen times 

in the first atlas.  We were pleasantly 

surprised to discover for at least of these rare 

species, the first three years of COBBA II 

have already produced more records that  

 

Least Tern.  Photo by Dona Hilkey. 

 

 

were found in the first atlas 20 years ago 

(see Table 1).   

 

In many cases, however, the comparison 

indicated that some species had either 

declined or were, for various reasons, still 

markedly under reported in the current atlas 

(see Table 2).  In some cases, the apparent 

decline may be due to delays in achieving 

good coverage in areas (like the eastern 

plains) which are remote from the urban 

centers where most atlas workers reside. We 

evaluated reports of many of these under-

reported species that had been published on-

line (mostly as summarized by the Colorado 

Birding Society [http://home.att.net/~birder 

too/#Rare%20Bird%20} rare bird alert 

reports in their annual seasonal summary 

tables) from the past three summers to 

ascertain whether the absence of atlas 

reports was truly reflective of a statewide 

decline.  In many instances, the annual 

reports in Cobus exceeded the atlas records 

by a substantial number (see Table 2).  For 

example the Northern Cardinal has 8 reports 

in the past three summers (plus many from 

other seasons) but has yet to have a single 

atlas record filed. Our limited review 

indicated clearly that many species sightings 

were never making it into the atlas database. 
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Green Heron.  Photo by Mary Keithler. 

 

We would encourage all observers to make 

an effort to report rare species sightings to 

the COBBA II Project. All sightings made 

during the atlas period, even if made outside 

the confines of a priority atlas block, are an 

important piece of information for wildlife 

resource managers. Realize that it is 

important to report records of rare species to 

the atlas project whether you are the owner 

of the block or not.  It is not poaching to 

report rare species.  

 

Records should be submitted to the atlas 

program even if the sighting is not within a 

priority (or second priority) block.  The 

reports can be submitted as a single sighting 

on a straightforward form, and need not be 

submitted on-line, a process which even 

many experienced atlasers find laborious 

and confusing. Forms to submit rare 

sightings can be downloaded from the 

COBBA II site and mailed directly to the 

regional coordinator or to Lynn 

Wickersham, San Juan Institute of Natural 

and Cultural Resources, Fort Lewis College, 

Durango, CO  81301. 

(Wickersham_l@fortlewis.edu). 

 

We encourage all active field birders to 

submit their records of Coloradoôs rarer 

breeding birds to the atlas project. 

Table 1.  Uncommon species showing an 

increase in block occurrence after only 3 

years of surveying. 

 

 Block Occurrence 

Species Atlas I 
Atlas II 

(Years 1ï3) 

   
Canvasback 7 8 

Hooded Merganser 0 6 + 1 ob 

Great Egret 0 8 & 2 ob 

Cattle Egret 1 3 

Green Heron 7 11 & 2 ob 

Black Rail 0 2 

Snowy Plover 3 4 

Willet 3 11 & 1 ob 

Black-necked Stilt 5 7 + 1 ob 

Franklinôs Gull 0 5 

California Gull 1 10 & 4 ob 

Foresterôs Tern 6 12 & 1 ob 

White-winged Dove 0 8 

Black-billed Cuckoo 0 2 

Acorn Woodpecker 0 1 

Black Phoebe 4 14 + 2 ob 

White-eyed Vireo 0 1 

Lucyôs Warbler 0 1 

Summer Tanager 2 10 

Painted Bunting 1 2 

   
 

 

Black Phoebe nest.  Photo by Clif Smith. 
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Table 2.  Uncommon species under represented in COBBA II  data after 3 years. 

 

 Atlas Block Occurrence  

Species Atlas I  
Atlas II  

(Years 1ï3) 

# CoBus reports  

CO Birding Soc.* 

    
Chukar   23   5 12 

Gunnison Sage-grouse   19   6 10 

American Bittern   36   6 14 

Mountain Plover 173 22 30 

Upland Sandpiper   31   4   5 

Long-billed Curlew 100 13   7 

Yellow-billed Cuckoo   84   8 37 

Eastern Screech Owl   47   7   5 

Short-eared Owl   29   3   3 

Boreal Owl   53 16 40 

Black Swift   32   7 45 

Red-bellied Woodpecker   12   2 10 

Great-crested Flycatcher   18   2   5 

Bellôs Vireo   11   3   6 

Veery   31   9 13 

Hepatic Tanager   12   9   3 

Rufous-crowned Sparrow   21   5   2 

Black-throated Sparrow   45 29 13 

Northern Cardinal 4 + 4 ob   0   8 

Rose-breasted Grosbeak     7   4 21 

Dickcissel   71 55 34 

Bobolink   21   8 21 

Baltimore Oriole   23   4 10 

Scottôs Oriole   14   3   9 

White-winged Crossbill   14   8 15 

    
 

* Represents sum of three summers and likely includes multiple counts of some often visited 

sites. 
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COBBAII Top Block 
 

After the third year of the Atlas, the priority 

block with the highest number of species is: 

 

 

Castle Rock NorthïSE 

 

Block owners Hugh and Urling Kingery, 

with assistance from other local birders, 

clobbered the COBBAI species total for 

Castle Rock North-SE, with a whopping 110 

species, including 21 Possible, 24 Probable, 

and 65 Confirmed breeders (59%!).  Way to 

go Kingerys! 

 

 

 Number of Species 

 PO PR CO Total 

COBBAI  25 29 21   75 

COBBAII  21 24 65 110 

 

 

 

Coming in second isé 

 

 

Glenwood Springs-SE 

 

Tom and Kay McConnell completed this 

block, far exceeding the total from 

COBBAI, with 98 species, including 34 

Possible, 21 Probable, and 43 Confirmed 

species.  Nice job McConnells! 

 

 

 Number of Species 

 PO PR CO Total 

COBBAI  11 18 47 76 

COBBAII  34 21 43 98 

 

 

 

 

 

Barn Owl.  Photo by Hugh Kingery. 

 

 

 

 

And, coming in third place isé. 

 

Boulder- SE 

 

Steve Jones and local birders are neck and 

neck with the COBBAI data for the 

Boulder-SE block, reporting 100 species, 

including 36 Possible, 19 Probable, and 45 

Confirmed species.  Fantastic!  

 

 

 

 Number of Species 

 PO PR CO Total 

COBBAI  23 21 57 101 

COBBAII  26 19 45 100 
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White-winged Crossbill:  

Up Close and Personal 
 

On 1 March 2010, Dave Leatherman 

notified the COBBAII Office that a pair of 

White-winged Crossbills were breeding in 

Grandview Cemetery in Fort Collins.  The 

pair had been at the cemetery since late 

November, and 1 March marked their 100
th
 

day of residency.  On that day, Joe 

Mammoser found the pairôs nest, under 

construction, in a blue spruce tree.  Dave 

jumped at the chance to take photos, which 

proved to be difficult due to the quick 

movements of the bird, the height of the 

nest, and the relatively low light levels in the 

nest tree.  Nonetheless, Dave managed to 

snap a terrific photo of the female carrying 

nesting material to the nest site.  Then, on 8 

March, I received the following update from 

a very enthusiastic Dave: 

 

ñYou wouldn't believe what I watched this 

afternoon, an episode of HER singing a full 

blown song from inside a spruce about 100 

feet south of the nest tree, while he was 

singing over on the outside crown of the nest 

tree.  I was about 10 feet directly under her 

when he came over, she hunched down, 

fluttered, and he mounted her for about 10 

seconds.  Following this, they preened/ 

nibbled around on separate branches about 2 

feet apart inside the copulation spruce for 22 

minutes, then flew off to wherever it is they 

go for the night at about 3:00 p.m.  Blew my 

mind to hear/witness thiséò 

 

The discovery of an active White-winged 

Crossbill nest provides the rare opportunity 

to closely document the speciesô phenology, 

that is, if the nest is successful.  Dave's 

biggest concern for the nest is predation by 

fox squirrels.  However, in his most recent 

posting to CoBirds on 30 March, Dave re- 

 

Female White-winged Crossbill with nesting 

material.  Photo by Dave Leatherman. 

 

 

ported that the adults were diligently tending 

to at least two young in the nest. 

 

To date, this is the only documented White-

winged Crossbill nest in the COBBAII 

database.  Furthermore, there are only nine 

blocks in the state reporting this species 

(Fig. 1).  I join local birders in wishing the 

White-winged Crossbills luck with their 

brood.  Special thanks to Dave Leatherman 

for sharing his observations and photos! 

 

 

Figure 1.  Blocks reporting White-winged Crossbill 

as either possible, probable, or confirmed.  
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Species Profile: American Dipper 
 

By Lynn Wickersham 

 

The American Dipper (Cinclus mexicanus) 

gets its name from the up and down bobbing 

motion it typically displays while feeding or 

during courtship and territorial defense.  

This species is also commonly known as the 

water ouzel, a name derived from the 

colorful descriptions of the bird by the 

naturalist John Muir. 

 

Distribution of the American Dipper ranges 

from Alaska south along the Pacific coast 

through Yukon, British Columbia, and 

California, to the east in scattered 

populations extending to the eastern edge of 

the Rocky Mountains, and in isolated 

populations in Mexico (Fig. 1).  In 

Colorado, dippers occupy fast-moving 

streams, primarily in the mountainous 

portions of the state.  Preferred streams have 

rocky or sandy bottoms, which offer a good 

source of aquatic invertebrates (Kingery 

1996).  Stream bank structure is an 

important habitat component, as rocks, 

boulders, and cliffs provide potential ledges 

and crevices that may be used as nesting 

habitat (Kingery 1996).   

 

In addition to natural nesting substrates, 

American Dippers often utilize manmade 

structures, such as bridges, dams, and 

culverts, for nesting.  It is not uncommon to 

find occupied or previously used nests 

hidden underneath vehicle or footbridges 

along roads or hiking trails that cross fast-

moving streams.  Although not as exciting to 

the observer, the discovery of a used nest 

(UN) is considered a confirmed breeding 

record for the Breeding Bird Atlas.  Because 

of this, I always check under bridges when 

hiking or backpacking, regardless of 

whether or not I am within a priority block. 

 

Figure 1.  Distribution of the American 

Dipper, from Kingery 1996. 

 

 

One of the most interesting characteristics of 

the America Dipper is its ability to cling to 

rocks and/or the streambed with its toes, 

wading in standing or flowing water.  

Dippers may forage in this way, walking 

along the stream bottom, or by swimming, 

diving head first into the water, either with 

or against the current.  The dipper's unique 

morphological and behavioral characteristics 

allows for utilization of habitats for which 

few other birds can exploit.   

 

 

American Dipper nest with young (NY), Clear Creek.   

Photo by David Moulton. 
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After the first 3 years of the Second 

Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas, distribution 

of American Dipper appears similar to that 

reported during the first atlas (Fig. 2).  

However, after 3 years of data collection, 

the proportion of blocks reporting American 

Dipper (32%) is somewhat lower than 

expected (Table 1).  Of particular concern 

are the Front Range regions in the northern 

part of the state (Regions 15 and 16), where 

atlas blocks are well covered, but few block 

have reported this species (Fig. 2, in red).   

 

 
a) 

 

COBBAI (1987ī1995) 

 

b) 

 

COBBAII (2007ī2009) 

 

Figure 2.  Distribution of American Dipper 

during a) COBBAI and b) COBBAII. 

Table 1.  Number of blocks reporting 

American Dipper during COBBAI and 

COBBAII.  

 

 No. of Blocks 

Breeding Status COBBAI  COBBAII  

Possible   98 28 

Probable   21   9 

Confirmed 161 53 

Total 280 90 
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American Dipper carrying food (CF), Lair of Bear 

block.  Photo by Gregg Goodrich. 
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