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This report represents the progress made during the 2009 field season on the 
Share with Wildlife project entitled, “The distribution, abundance and habitat use 
of Abert’s Towhee (Pipilo aberti) and Gila Woodpecker (Melanerpes uropygialis)
in the Gila River Valley of southwestern New Mexico.” As required by the 
Department of Game and Fish Contract (08-516-0000-00018), the Contractor, 
Roland Shook, is to “submit an annual project report to the Agency by June 15. 
At minimum, this report will contain results from A.1 through A.3.” 

     Owing to the fact that this project will continue throughout the summer and 
into the early fall of 2009, this report only represents a portion of the total scope 
of this study. The following represent the major remaining areas to be completed: 

1. Record sightings and their GPS locations for both species throughout the 
remainder of the summer and early fall. 

2. Complete the analysis of data that has been collected from the field 
survey protocol and field surveys. Determine densities of both species at 
Nichol’s Canyon and at the Little’s using the computer package 
DISTANCE.

3. Collect and analyze vegetative data in Nichol’s Canyon, the Little’s, and in 
the Cliff/Gila Valley to determine habitat preferences for both species. 

4. Continue to collect and analyze nest data for both species. 

     Following is a presentation of the information collected and analyzed to date 
as required by the Department of Game and Fish Contract. 

HISTORICAL RECORDS OF ABERT’S TOWHEES AND GILA 
WOODPECKERS IN THE GILA RIVER VALLEY IN 
SOUTHWESTERN NEW MEXICO 

     The attached database is a compilation of the records of Abert’s Towhee and 
Gila Woodpecker from the Gila River Valley in southwestern New Mexico. The 
purpose of this database is to compile records of both species gleaned from a 
number of published and unpublished sources as well as field records obtained 
during this study. 

Sources
� Florence Bailey. The Birds of New Mexico (1928).
� John Egbert. Field Inventories in New Mexico of Selected Gila Valley Birds 

(1981)
� John Hubbard. The Summer Birds of the Gila Valley, New Mexico (1971) 
� John Hubbard. Revised Check-list of the Birds of New Mexico (1978).
� J. Stokley Ligon. New Mexico Birds and Where to Find Them (1961). 
� Dale Zimmerman. Birds and Bird Habitats on National Forest Lands in the 

Gila River Valley, Southwestern, New Mexico (1970) 



� New Mexico Ornithological Society. Field Notes (1962, Vol. 1(1) to 2007, 
Vol. 46(2)),

� National Audubon Society. Audubon Field Notes. (1947, Vol. 1 (1) to 
1970, Vol. 24 (6)). 

� National Audubon Society. American Birds. (1971, Vol. 25(1) to 1994, Vol. 
48(1)).

� National Audubon Society. National Audubon Society Field Notes. (1994, 
Vol. 48(2) to 1997, Vol. 51 (3)). 

� American Birding Association. Field Notes. (1997, Vol. 51 (4) to 1998, Vol. 
52 (4)). 

� American Birding Association. North American Birds. (1998, Vol. 53 (1) to 
2007, Vol. 62 (3)). 

� National Audubon Society. Annual Gila River Christmas Bird Count. 
(1972, 73rd through 2007, 108th). 

� National Audubon Society. Annual Virden Christmas Bird Count. (1953, 
53rd).

� Southwestern Audubon Society Big Day Count and Gila River Spring 
Count. (1967 to 2007). 

� Unpublished records of local individuals. 
� Field records obtained up to 21 June 2009, as a result of this study. 

     Based upon the above New Mexico records, these two Sonoran Desert 
species are concentrated in suitable habitat along the Gila River near the towns 
of Virden, Redrock, Cliff and Gila. A few records, for both of these species, exist 
from areas between the above locations, but these are sparse, perhaps owing to 
lack of access to these areas, unsuitable habitat and/or fewer observers. 

DATABASE

     The following general information concerns the use of this database. These 
considerations are modified from those found on the New Mexico Ornithological 
Society (NMOS) Web site and are a product of discussions between many 
individuals familiar with the production and use of avian databases. 

     By their vary nature, published and unpublished observations of bird species 
are selective.

     An observer somewhere records personal observations of one or both of 
these species of birds. The observer decides that some/all of the observations 
are worthy of note and documents his/her observations. Some of these 
observations are then submitted to an editor or compiler to be included in a 
publication, recognized count or included in personal records. 

     If these records are submitted to an editor or compiler, they assess all 
submissions and determine which records represent biologically interesting or 



significant data that add to the knowledge base and are worthy of inclusion in the 
specific publication or count. Due to the limitations of space in many publications, 
these "worthy records" from multiple contributors are compiled, summarized, and 
published as important records for the state or are included in the records of a 
specific count.

     The data available to many publications or counts are the product of the 
observations and data recording/submission practices of many individuals. 
Therefore, the quality of the data is dependent on the skills of the observers, 
which vary considerably. Misidentifications occur in spite of the best intentions 
and in spite of diligent screening of submissions by the editor or compiler.

     In many cases, submitted observations are not a product of standardized or 
well-described field data collection methods. Lack of data does not necessarily 
mean lack of birds.  Documented patterns in bird data in a particular location may 
not necessarily correspond to actual changes in bird numbers or their 
presence/absence. This could be for a number of reasons associated with 
observers. It may indicate a lack of observers in a locality or region. The number 
and/or quality of observers in a particular area may also have changed over time: 
Examples - (1) a long-time observer who submitted many reports from a 
particular area may move or no longer be able to submit observations, (2) a new 
observer may begin submitting reports in an area from which reports were 
previously rare, or (3) an observer's skills may improve or decline over time. (4) 
the number of records could also be associated with the behavior of a species. 
Some species are more or less detectible at different times of the year. 

     The information on the observation location is of varying quality and 
specificity. The locations were frequently very general and/or difficult to 
understand or relocate especially for early observations, prior to the common use 
of standardized maps or GPS units.

     All of the variables listed above need to be taken into account when 
interpreting the data submitted in this database. This represents a compilation, in 
a searchable Excel Spreadsheet format, of the data obtained from the above 
sources on Abert’s Towhee and Gila Woodpecker observations in the Gila River 
Valley of southwestern New Mexico.

    The column explanations appear below. 

Column 1 Species’ name: Abert’s Towhee or Gila Woodpecker. 

Column 2 Date: If no specific date for the observation is known or given, the 
date of the publication or the beginning date of the period reported 
is used. This designation is explained in the comments field. 
Observations with duplicate dates maybe the same record reported 



by more than one observer. If the comment field is the same for 
each observer, the observation should be considered one record. 

Column 3 Count: If a specific number of birds is mentioned or known, this is 
reported. Some records mention presence or absence of a 
particular species. The lack of quantitative data is mentioned in the 
comments field. 

Column 4 Comments: This field is used to explain various parts of a specific 
record. It the published information includes comments; the original 
comments are recorded in this field. Comments are also made in 
regard to date, numbers, source, author, etc. Christmas Birds 
Counts (CBC) and Gila River (GR) Spring Counts often cite the 
compiler of the count if known. If for CBCs and Gila River Spring 
Counts the information was obtained from another publication, the 
compiler is often identified as the “observer” of record when the 
original observer is unknown. Some publications use initials to 
designate various observers. Initials in the comment field are either 
explained or they are the initials of the cited observer or count 
compiler. Some observations were reported and published in more 
than one publication. This becomes obvious by comparing dates, 
observers, comments and citation.

Column 5 Observer: The name of the original observer, if known, is given. 
The comments concerning the original observer are found in the 
comments field often using his/her name or initials. If specific 
observers are not known, as is often the case on CBCs or the Gila 
River Spring Counts, then the observation is credited to the 
compiler of the count. 

Column 6 Location: If the specific location of the observation is known it is 
cited in this column. Non-specific locations are often designated as 
“Gila River Valley.”

Unfamiliar place names are described as follows (coordinates of 
locations use UTM notation, NAD 27). All locations are in Grant 
Co., unless otherwise noted:

Agnew – owned by The Nature Conservancy (TNC) and located on 
the east side of the Gila River approximately 3 km above Gila (UTM 
12 S  07 29 788 E  36 49 388 N). 

Buckhorn – a small town located approximately 16 km west of Cliff 
on Highway 180 and along Duck Creek (UTM 12 S 07 14 343 E  36 
57 435 N). 



Duck Creek – a tributary of the Gila River, entering the river near 
Cliff (UTM 12 S 07 23 664 E  36 48 508 N). 

Fort West Ditch – Part of the Gila National Forest. It is found 
approximately 10 km above Cliff on the east side of the Gila River 
(UTM 12 S 07 29 791 E  36 56 127 N). 

Fisherman’s Point – on the Gila River (Grant Co./Hidalgo Co.) 
approximately 13 km downstream from Redrock, administered by 
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) (UTM 12 S 07 01 448 E
36 12 689 N). 

Gila Bird Area – Part of the Gila National Forest, this predominately 
riparian area is located approximately 13 km downstream from Cliff 
(UTM 12 S 07 23 801 E  36 35 088 N). 

Lichty Center – Owned by TNC and located along the west side of 
the Gila River approximately 6 km north of Cliff (UTM 12 S 07 28 
472 E  36 55 511 N). 

Little’s – private property owned by Fred and Kay Little located near 
the town of Redrock (12 S 07 02 208 E  36 14 332 N) 

Mangas Springs – located approximately 19 km east of Cliff on 
Highway 180 (UTM 12 S 07 32 974 E  36 36 059 N). Water from 
Mangas Springs empties into the Gila River below Bill Evans Lake. 

Mogollon Creek – a tributary to the Gila River that enters the river 
from the west approximately 11 km above Cliff (UTM 12 S 07 30 
660 E  36 58 891 N). 

Nichol’s Canyon – a canyon approximately 11 km downstream from 
Redrock. Designated as the Gila Lower Box Wilderness 
Management Area which is synonymous with the Lower Gila Box 
(UTM 12 S 07 02 561 E  36 14 781 N). This area is managed by 
the BLM. 

Runyan’s – private property owned by Joe and Sherri Runyan that 
lies on the east side of the Gila River, just north of the Highway 180 
Bridge over the Gila River (UTM 12 S 07 23 711 E  36 48 334 N). 

Spring on Bluff – a canyon approximately 14 km downstream from 
Redrock managed by the BLM (UTM 12 S 06 99 321 E  36 12 578 
N)



Column 7 NMOS Vol. (New Mexico Ornithological Society Field Notes). The 
specific volume is cited that published the observation. 

Column 8 NMOS No. (New Mexico Ornithological Society Field Notes). The 
specific number of the volume cited in Column 7 is given. 

Column 9 NMOS Sea. Report (New Mexico Ornithological Society Seasonal
Reports). Beginning in June 1962, through November 1965, NMOS 
published eight Seasonal Reports before switching to a volume and 
number designation. 

Column 10 CBC: National Audubon Society’s Annual Gila Christmas Bird 
Count centered on the town of Riverside. The count began in 1972 
and has continued through the 109th Count in December 2008. 

Column 11 AFN Vol. (National Audubon Society’s Audubon Field Notes and 
successive publications). Although the names have changed over 
the years (Field Notes, Audubon Field Notes, American Birds,
National Audubon Society Field Notes, Field Notes, and North
American Birds), the volume and number designation have 
remained consistent (see Sources for sequence of names, volumes 
and numbers). The specific volume is cited that published the 
specific record. 

Column 12 AFN No. (National Audubon Society’s Audubon Field Notes and 
successive publications). For further explanation see column 11 
above. The specific number of the volume cited in column 11 is 
given.

FIELD SURVEY PROTOCOL AND FIELD SURVEYS 

     Field survey protocol for the 2009 field season used DISTANCE, a Windows-
based computer package: 
(http://www.ruwpa.st-and.ac.uk/distance/distanceabout.html) to detect the 
presence or absence of Abert’s Towhees and Gila Woodpeckers, as well as 
estimate their respective densities. 

     Two study sites were established; one at Nichol’s Canyon, approximately 11 
km downstream from Redrock, Grant Co., (elevation 1187 m), and the other on 
the Little’s private property at Redrock (elevation1225 m.) 

     At each site a number of random sampling points (4 at Nichol’s Canyon and 6 
at the Little’s study site) were established. Approximately weekly censusing 
began at the end of January 2009, and continued through the first week of May. 
A census would consist of walking to an established point, waiting 2 minutes, and 
then recording all Abert’s Towhees and/or Gila Woodpeckers detected during the 



next 10 minutes. A compass bearing and distance would be taken for each 
detection at each point. These detections were then plotted on an image 
generated by Google Earth version 5.0 (http://earth.google.com/). Notations 
associated with Abert’s Towhee sightings on the Google Earth plots entitled “TC” 
and “GR” refer to territorial calls and greeting calls, respectively. Notation 
associated with Gila Woodpecker sightings on the Google Earth plots entitled 
“WI” and “CH” refer to “wick” calls and “chur” calls, respectively. (Note: Download 
Google Earth and the “Bird Report Final” file to your computer. Install Google 
Earth. Now click on the file “Bird Report Final”, and you will now be able to 
observe all the detections recorded at both study sites on a Google Earth image.
Note that on the left-hand column of the Google Earth screen, you can check or 
un-check each box under temporary places to either show or “hide” various 
observations).

     The distance data collected for each species, for each detection, for each day 
will be used with the program DISTANCE to determine densities of both Abert’s 
Towhees and Gila Woodpeckers at each site. 

     Data was and will be collected from May through July on the presence or 
absence of Abert’s Towhees and Gila Woodpeckers in the Cliff/Gila Valley. Field 
surveys will consist of walking the Gila River three times from near Bill Evans 
Lake north to the gauging station above Mogollon Creek recording the GPS 
position of all Gila Woodpeckers and Abert’s Towhees detected. This data will be 
entered into the database of all historical Abert’s Towhee and Gila Woodpecker 
records. Records for the 2008 and 2009 field season will be plotted on the 
appropriate USGS Topographic Quadrangles (1:24,000). 

VEGETATIVE CHARACTERISTICS OF NEST SITES OF ABERT’S 
TOWHEES AND GILA WOODPECKERS. 

     Using BBIRD nest location protocol (Martin et al., 1997), five Abert’s 
Towhee’s nest locations were analyzed (Table 1 and 2). The plant species, 
health (alive or dead), diameter of the nest tree at breast height (DBH), and the 
height of the nest tree were measured. Data was collected on the nest height and 
orientation of each nest. For many of the nests, there were a number of small 
branches supporting the nest, as well as many twigs that had a diameter less 
than 1 cm. For our purposes, just the main branches (1 cm or greater in 
diameter) were counted and their diameter measured and averaged. The nest’s 
distance from the main stem (or center of the shrub) was measured, along with 
the nest’s distance from the foliage edge. For nests less than a meter high, the 
percentage of overhead cover was estimated. For nests less than 2 meters high, 
the percentage of side cover from each of the cardinal directions was measured.  

     There were five Abert’s Towhee nests analyzed. Four of them were located in 
the Cliff/Gila Valley in riparian vegetation adjacent to the Gila River; the elevation 
in this area ranged from 1364 to 1385 m. The fifth nest was located in Nichol’s 



Canyon and was on the first terrace adjacent to the Gila River in riparian 
vegetation at an elevation of 1187 m. Of the four nests in the Cliff/Gila Valley, 
three were located in Box Elder (Acer negundo) and one was in a Goodding’s 
Willow (Salix gooddingii). The nest in Nichol’s Canyon was found in a Crown-of-
Thorns (Koeberlinia spinosa) shrub that was growing out of the middle of a Net-
leaf hackberry shrub (Celtis reticulata).  The height of the plant species that the 
nests were found in was variable, ranging from 1.05 m (in the Crown-of-Thorns) 
to 13 m (in a Box Elder). The DBH of the trees ranged from 26-128cm (the DBH 
of the Crown-of-Thorns was not measured due to the lack of a main stem). The 
height of the nest in the plant varied from 0.51-5.5m. All of the nests in the 
Cliff/Gila Valley were located immediately against the main stem of the tree, 
while the nest in Nichol’s Canyon was located about 10 cm from the center of the 
shrub. The distance of the nest from the foliage edge ranged from 30-50 cm. The 
nest orientations were also variable, at 11�, 79�, 170�, and 182�. As per protocol, 
the orientation of the nest in Nichol’s Canyon was not determined since the nest 
entrance and exit was directly overhead. The number of supporting branches 
ranged from 3-7 branches and the average diameters of those branches ranged 
from 2.6-19.7 cm. Of the five nests, only the nest in Nichol’s canyon had a 
second plant species providing concealment; for that nest the Crown-of-Thorns 
was located in the middle of a Net-leaf Hackberry that provided some of the 
concealment for the nest. Only one of the nests (Nichol’s Canyon) was located 
low enough in the plant to be able to estimate the percentage of overhead cover 
(45%). The percentage of side cover was measured for two of the nests (Nichol’s 
canyon, and one in the Cliff-Gila Valley), for the nest in Nichol‘s Canyon, the 
percentages were: N 50%, S 65%, E 90%, W 90%. For the nest in the Cliff-Gila 
Valley, the percentages were estimated from the cover of 2008, when the nest 
was active, the percentages were: N 75%, S 85%, E 35%, W 85%. In the Cliff-
Gila Valley, all the nests were associated with a part of the tree where the main 
branch breaks off and new dense growth occurs. The nests were located in the 
middle of this new dense vegetation.

     Additional vegetative information will be collected in Nichol’s Canyon, the 
Little’s property, and in the Cliff/Gila Valley to better understand the vegetative 
characteristics of the habitat used by Abert’s Towhees and Gila Woodpeckers. 
Information will be synthesize from a number of sources to get a better 
understanding of breeding and nesting characteristics of both Abert’s Towhees 
and Gila Woodpeckers. Continued searches for nests and individuals of each 
species will take place through July 2009. 



Table 1. Summary of Data Collected on Five Abert’s Towhee Nests Using BBIRD Field 
Protocol.



Table 2. Data Collected on Five Abert’s Towhee Nests Using BBIRD Field Protocol. 

LITERATURE CITED 

Martin, T.E., C.R. Paine, C.J. Conway, W.M. Hochachka, P. Allen, and W. 
Jenkins. 1997. BBIRD Field Protocol. Montana Cooperative Wildlife Research 
Unit, University of Montana, Missoula, Montana, USA. Accessed 7/24/09 from 
http://www.umt.edu/BBIRD/protocol/nestloc.htm



APPENDIX A 

Locations of Abert’s Towhees and 
Gila Woodpeckers. 

Many of these locations are on 
private land which requires prior 

permission to enter.  Respect private 
land ownership in New Mexico. 
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