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Abstract 

   During May - July 1998, we investigated the breeding ecology of the Yellow Rail (Coturn icops no vebora censis) in

the Upper  Klamath B asin in south-cen tral Orego n for the fourth ye ar.  We fo cused ou r efforts in the Fourm ile Creek and

Mares Egg Spr ing areas in  the Wo od River  Valley, Kla math Co.  W e found 6 Yellow Rail nests, one of which was active

and successful, for a total of 34 nests (including 8 active nests) found in the Fourmile Creek area during the last four

years. Carex sim ulata  and a layer of senescent vegetation characterized vegetation at nest sites.  The maximum number

of calling male Yellow Rails detected on a full two night survey of Fourmile Creek was 73, and a maximum of 2 were

calling at Mares Egg Spring, compared to 49 and  5 rails, respec tively, in 1997 , and 37 a nd 5 rails  in 1996.  W ater depth

at 91 male Yellow Rail calling sites in 1998 averaged 8.1 cm (SD = 4 .1) comp ared to  6.8 cm (n = 470, SD = 3.44) over

the previous three years.  As in previous years, water levels in the Fourmile Creek study areas fell dramatically during

the breeding season, but water depths at Yellow Rail calling sites dropped only slightly.  The rails moved their territories

around a nd eventua lly off the area as the ir particular br eeding site d ried up. 

   We captured 58 males at Fourmile Creek and Mares Egg Spring in 1998, but  only recaptured 7 of 41 birds banded the

previous year, and none of 48 males banded in 1995 and 199 6.  We had no  returns at other banding locations including

the BLM W ood River Wetland and Sycan Marsh.  Over the last three years, 1 3 of the 14  returns were a n average o f only

173 m from where they were captured the previous year.  The extremely high level of site fidelity exhibited by these birds

is in contrast to the low number of total returns we have, despite intensive band ing efforts.  This evide nce, along w ith

no rails returnin g in two succe ssive years po ints to low survivo rship.  

Although the population of Yellow Rails in south-central Oregon appears  to have grown in the last few years, it is very

susceptible  to changes in  its habitat due to  probab le low survivo rship.  A single low breeding year could affect the

population size drastically.  Their reliance on specific levels of shallow water habitat with large amounts of sedge cover

and senescent vegetation means that their habitat and population numbers can be easily altered, and their long term



stability is questionable.  Continued study will help answer this and other population viability issues, helping to ensure

survival of this disjunct population.



INTRODUCTION

   The Y ellow Rail  (Coturn icops no vebora censis) primarily breeds in the northern United States and southern Canada

from the Dakotas east to Maine and New Brunswick.  Wintering populations occur in the southeastern United States

(Bookhout 1995).  H istorically, there were also  disjunct bre eding po pulations in  southern Oregon and eastern California.

There were two or three southern Oregon nesting record s in 1926  (Contrera s 1983, G riffee 1944 ) and four o thers in

Mono  County, California from 1922-1950 (McCaskie et al. 1980).  However, the Yellow Rail was thought to be

extirpated from the western United States until its rediscovery in the Wood River Valley on 19-20 June 1982 (Rogers

1982).  The Yellow Rail is currently classified as Threatened or Endangered in some eastern and midwestern states

(Bookhout 1995), Sensitive Critical under Oregon's Sensitive Species Rule as developed by the Oregon Department of

Fish and W ildlife, and as a S ensitive Species b y the Pacific Northwest Region of the Forest Service (Oregon Natural

Heritage P rogram 1 995).  

   

   While ther e is some kno wledge of the  breeding p opulations  in the central a nd eastern states (Bookhout and Stenzel

1987, Stalheim 1974, Walkinshaw 1939) and Canada (Robert et al. 1995), there is very little information concerning the

breeding population of the Yellow Rail in Oregon.  Previous information on the Oregon birds consists primarily of

censuses completed after 1982 (Stern et al. 1993 ).  The winter ing area of rails b reeding in O regon is unkn own.  Historical

sightings in coastal and freshwater marshes in California including the San Francisco Bay (Grinnell and Miller 1944),

and more recent sightings along the coast in Humboldt and Mendocino Cos. (Harris 1996) suggest that the Oregon birds

may migrate to coastal California marshes for the winter.  The lack of information is due to a small population size and

secretive nature of a bird that calls primarily at night and rarely flushes from the concealing marsh vegetation.

   

   We initiated this study in M ay 1995  to increase the  existing informa tion on this sensitive  species in  the Fourmile Creek

and Mares Egg Spring areas in the Wood River Valley and elsewhere in the Klamath Basin in south-central Oregon.

The objectives  in 1998 were to: determine the number of male calling Yellow Rails by nighttime censussing and banding,

assess site fidelity and return  rates of rails  banded in previous years, search for rail nests, and d escribe nes t placemen t,

structure, and success.

STUDY AREAS

   The two main study areas are located in the Wood River Valley, Klamath County, Oregon  (Fig. 1).  The Fourmile

Creek area (referred to as Jack Spring in the 1996 report) includes parts of sections 1,2,11,12 and 13 at T34S, R6E.  Land

ownership  is Bureau of Land Management (BLM), United States Forest Service (USFS), and private. Fourmile Creek

divides the site into two relatively even areas we call Fourmile Creek North and Fourmile Creek South.  The M ares Egg

Spring area is in section 35, T33S, R6E and section 2, T34S, R6E.  Land ownership is USFS and private.  Both the

Fourmile  Creek and Mares Egg Spring  areas are sedge and rush meadows flooded by cool springs and crossed by creeks

and ditche s.  The western edges of the study areas are adjacent to stands of quaking aspen (Populus tremuloides) and

willow (Salix  sp.).  The e astern edge s of both study areas are bordered by canals and private lands used for grazing

cattle.  Sixteen other sites were surveyed in the Woo d River V alley including the  BLM ’s Wood River Wetland.  Two

sites outside the Wood River Valley surveyed were Klamath Marsh in the Klamath Forest National Wildlife Refuge, and

Sycan Marsh, a preserve owned by The Nature Co nservancy (Fig. 2).

METHODS

Censu ssing for Y ellow R ails

   From 9 M ay - 21 July 1998, we surveyed for Yellow Rails at the Fourmile Creek North, Fourmile Creek South, and

Mares Egg Spring study sites between 21:30 and 05:00 hrs.  We attempted to survey each area thoroughly at least once

every ten days at night, getting to within 0.5 km of all Yellow Rail habitat.  Full surveys of the Fourmile Creek area

required three nights (two night north of the creek) during the pe ak of the bre eding seaso n due to  the large number of

males calling, rather than the two night surveys in 1996 and  1997 (Popper and Stern 1996, 1997).  Surveys at other sites

were usually conducted from roads or dikes, stopping every 0.5 km if in a vehicle.  Consecutive night surveys lower the

possibility  that a rail would move across the creek between surveys.  Weather som etimes precluded surve y work because

heavy rain and wind made listening for calling rails difficult.  Because only males call during the breeding season, the



surveys only reflect the number of male Yellow Rails present (Book hout 199 5).  Our tec hniques follo wed those  used in

previous years and suggested by Bart et al. (1984) and Rob ert and Lap orte (1997), slogging through the marsh, clicking

two stones togeth er.  When a rail was heard calling, its exact position was  determined  by appro aching it carefu lly until

the calling site was rea ched.  Th e position o f this site was then usually recorded using a Global Positioning System (GPS)

(Pathfinder Basic Plus, Trimble Navigation, Sunnyvale, CA).  The GPS files were differentially corrected and then

mapped.

Capturing birds

   We trap ped and  banded  rails by appro aching calling m ales to within  25 m and clicking rocks together to imitate the

Yellow Rail call.   A headlam p was used  to illuminate  the area in fron t of the observ er.  Whe n the rail move d to within

1.5 m, an oversize d butterfly net (.7  m x .5 m with a 1.5 m handle) or a smaller hand net was brought down over the bird.

Rails were band ed with a U SFW S aluminum  band (size  2) and we ighed to  the nearest 0.5 g.  Usually only a few minutes

of imitating the call  was necessary to draw the bird in.  However, sometimes the bird either did not come close enough,

or simply would not approach.  It was then necessary to slowly approach the clicking bird, h oping to  see and ca pture it

before it flushed.  If the bird did  flush, one or two more attemp ts were made that night, not always resulting in success.

If a female  or juvenile Yellow Rail was seen, an attempt was made to capture and band the bird.  Newborn chicks were

not banded b ecause size 2 band s do not stay on the small legs.

Nests

   We searched for nests while doing other fieldwork during the day and night.  We also organize d nest searching teams

of two to five p eople and  searched  for nests in likely habitat areas.  Due to the highly secretive locations and structure

of a nest, active lifting of dead  vegetation w as required  wherever the  possibility of a ne st existed (Pe abody 1 922).  A

number of times we sea rched for n ests in a specific ar ea after finding a Ye llow Rail eggshell or seeing a female or a

chick.  If a nest was suspected of being active, its location was marked nearby and  it was observed every other day for

activity.  After a nest was determined to be non-active any remaining eggs were measured, and vegetation within a 1 m2

plot surrou nding the nes t was sample d.  We m easured p ercent cov er and ave rage maxim um height.

Water depths  

   

   We me asured wa ter depth in ar eas of Yello w Rail activity  using two methods.  First, when calling rails were visually

located, we measured water depth at each of the 4 cardinal directions 0.5 m from the site, and recorded the average of

the 4 readings.  Second, we installed seven permanent ‘stream’ gauges (3.33 feet tall) in the Fourmile Creek area (Fig.

3).  The gauges were spread out over the study area along fence lines (for ease of relocation).  These replaced the 19

temporary water stations used in 1996 and 1997 (Popper and Stern 1996, 1997).  Water depths were measured

approx imately every ten days  during the rail  surveys.  Six temporary water stations were also measured at Mares Egg

Spring located as close  as possible to  the same spots used in the 1995 and 1996 field seasons.  One permanent stream

gauge was placed  at both the M ares Eggs S pring study site a nd the W ood Riv er We tland site late in the breeding season

(See Figs. 5 and 8).

RESULTS

Censu ssing and  bandin g of Ye llow R ails

   In total, we heard 152 calling Yellow R ails in 8 surveys o f Fourmile C reek Sou th, 204 rails in 8  surveys of Fo urmile

Creek North, and 12 rails in 9 surveys at Mares Egg Spring.  The maximum numb er of calling male rails heard on one

night at each of the three sites were 24, 49, and 2, respectively (Table 1).  The highest number of rails heard calling when

Fourmile C reek No rth and So uth were surve yed on co nsecutive nigh ts was 73 on  1 - 3 June. 

   We captured 54 males in the Fourmile Creek area (including 7 of 38 banded in 1997), and 4 males in the Mares Egg

Spring area (no returns from 4 banded in 1997) (Figs. 4 and 5).  The seven recaptures we had in 1998 returned ve ry close

to the same loc ations they were  banded  in 1997 (Fig. 6).  The average difference in the two locations was 171 m.  Return



locations in 1996 and 1997 averaged about 750 m from the original capture spot (Fig. 7).  For the 14 recaptures, the mean

distance between locations was 461 m.  None of the 41 males that had been banded in 1995 or 1996 were recaptured.

One female and three juveniles were also banded at Fourmile Creek in 1998.  The mean weigh t of 52 male  Yellow R ails

banded was 57.6 g (SD = 3.4).   The seven recaptures mean weight was 58.2 g (SD = 3.7) in 1998 and 56.4 g (SD  = 2.8)

in 1997.

   At the Wood River Wetland site, we heard up to 6 males calling, and banded 4 males, with an additional 2 captured

which had been banded at Fourmile Creek the same year (Table 2 and Fig. 8).  At 10 other Wood River Valley locations,

a total of 41 m ale Yellow  Rails were he ard, includin g 26 north  of Dixon R oad late  in the breeding season in July.  Two

of these males were captured north of Dixon Road and had been banded  earlier in the year  at Fourmile  Creek and the

Wood River Wetland.

   Within the W ood Riv er Valley, ther e were two o ther sites in add ition to Four mile Creek, Mares Egg Spring, Wood

River Wetland, and north of Dixon Road where Y ellow Rails were heard over a period of at least a month and breeding

is suspected .  Two Y ellow Rails we re heard o n 30 M ay, 30 June, and 7 July north of Hwy 62 at Wo od River just east

of the Sun Pa ss Ranch.  T his is a newly disco vered site.  Also , one rail was he ard north  of Hwy. 62 near mile post 87 on

30 May and 30 June.

   Outside the Wood River Valley, Klamath Marsh and Sycan Marsh were the only two sites where rails we re heard in

1998.  Yellow Rails were not hea rd during surveys at Big M arsh in 1998 (Graff 1998), making the other three areas the

only sites with bre eding Ye llow Rails kno wn west of the R ocky M ountains.   

   We heard a total of 12 male Yellow Rails calling at Sycan Marsh during a 5 night survey from 16 – 20 June (Fig. 9).

A male was also heard at Coyote Creek below the research station on and prior to 13 June, bu t not during the survey

period.  Seven of the males were captured and banded, with no recaptures of the two males banded in 1997.  Water

depths and structure of cover were similar to that at Fourmile Creek.

   A total of 22 males were heard calling at Klamath Marsh from 25 – 27 May (Fig. 10).  Surveys were limited by bad

weather (snow and rain) and time available.  No surveys were conducted off the roads and dikes, although some of the

surveying was still done on foot.  The same number were heard in the north half of the marsh as in 1997.  Weather

conditions probably contributed to the lower number of rails heard in the south half.  From the partial survey that was

completed, we assume the population numbers were similar to 1997.

   Movements of individual rails were documented when a suspected unbanded male turned out to be a rail already

banded in 1998.  Four males were recaptured after traveling from the north side of Fourmile Creek to the south side –

about 1.5 km.  None were captured after going the other way b ecause we  concentra ted band ing efforts on the north side

of the creek first.  Another male was recaptured south of Fourmile Creek a month and a half after being banded about

4 km north at Mares Egg Spring.  Two males were recaptured at the Wood River Wetland on July 15 after being banded

in early June about 7.5 km  away, north of Fourmile Cre ek.  The greatest  moveme nts docum ented within  the breeding

season were two rails recaptured north of Dixon Road on 8 July.  Each bird had moved a minimum o f 14 km from  their

original capture locations at the Wood River Wetland on 18 May and Fourmile Creek on 2 June.

Yellow rail nests

   In 1998, we found 6 Yellow Rail nests in the Fourmile Creek area, bringing the total over the last four years to 34 (Fig.

11).  No nests were found at any other site, although we suspect breeding takes place at Mares Egg Spring, Wood River

Wetlands,  and Dixon Road in the Wood River Valley, as well as at Klama th Marsh a nd Sycan M arsh.  The n ests

generally  fit the description  of nests found  in previous years (Popper and Stern 1996, 1997), located in sedges and rushes

surround ed by abo ut 5 cm of wa ter, with a senesc ent canop y concealing  the nest cup a nd eggs (T able 3). 

   

   In 1998, C. simula ta was the only species present within the 1 m2 plot surrounding all of the Yellow Rail nests found

(n=6), and averaged  21% c over (T able 4).   Co mbining all  1 m2 plots from 1 996 - 19 98 (n=3 1), habitat surr ounding n ests

contained 26% c over of C. simulata, 6% C. utriculata, and 6% Eleoch aris palustris .  Species ranging between 2 and 3%

cover were C. vesicaria , Juncus balticus, and J. nevad ensis .   The average total  cover of l ive vegetation was 48.7%.

Senescent vegetation accounted for almost the rest of the cover (49.7%), with only 1.6% bare ground showing, on

average.  The heigh ts of the main species at the nests in 1998 averaged about 65 cm, with C. simula ta at 63 cm tall (Tab le

5).  From 19 96-199 8, C. simula ta averaged  60 cm (n= 29, SD =11.6) , C. utriculata 69 cm (n=13, SD=9.7) and Eleoch aris



palustris  49 cm (n=14, SD=7 .6).

   One nest was active when found on 13 July, and was discovered during a nighttime survey due to the observation and

subsequent banding o f a female close to the nest.  After the female had been caught and identified, the nest was found

about 0.5 m away.  The nest had hatched when it was next visited on 16 July, with one chick observed leaving the nest

cup.  This hatching date is well within the 8 June - 9 August range determined in 1996 (Popper and Stern 1996).  Four

of the other nests found were discovered after seeing sma ll pieces of egg shell, and may ha ve been p redated.  T he sixth

nest was found  after lifting the cove ring of senesc ent vegetation  and app eared to ha ve been su ccessful.

Water depths

   The water depths at 91 Ye llow Rail  locations in 1998 varied from 0 (damp ground) to 18 cm, with a mean of 8.1 cm

(SD = 4.1).  This was similar to the average in 1997 (8.6 cm, n = 93, SD = 34.2 ).  The last two years were higher than

the averages for calling rails in 1995 (6.4 cm, n = 217, SD = 3.17) and 1996 (6.4 cm, n = 160, SD = 3.08) but not

significantly so, given the stan dard de viations.  Ove r the four years o f the study, the ave rage water d epth at a Yellow R ail

location was 7.0 cm (n = 56 1, SD = 3.60 ).  Grouping the measu rements by the seven complete nighttime surveys of

Fourmile  Creek in  1998 shows that the average water depth at Yellow Rail locations varied from 10.8 – 7.3 cm (Fig. 12).

There were only two  water dep th readings o n adult males  during the 21  July survey, so that average (6.3 cm) was not

plotted.

   The six permanent water gauges installed in the meadow and  marsh at the Fourmile Creek study site all exhibited a

decline in water depths during the breeding season except for Gauge 2 and to a lesser extent Gauge 3.  The Creek Gauge

(Gauge 4  - placed in Fo urmile Cree k) showed  a minor de cline overa ll, but rose dr amatically  (over 10 cm) twice.  The

average of the six gauges placed on the marsh dropped from 14 .0 cm on 11 May to 2.9 cm on 20 July, with a peak of

15.3  cm on 3 June (see Fig. 12).  This was similar to the rate of decline in water levels experienced in previous years as

measured at the temporary water stations (Popper and Stern, 1996, 1997 ).  The six Mares Egg Spring water stations

dropped dramatically during the breeding season, going from an average of 4.2 cm on 11 May down to 1.2 cm o n 11 and

18 July, with a maximum of 5.1 cm on 31 May (Fig . 13).  This was different from past years when water levels at Mares

Egg Spr ing were relative ly level.

   

DISCUSSION

Numbers and returns of breeding males

   The maximum numbers of male Yellow Rails calling in a complete survey at Fourmile Creek was 73 in 1998 compared

to 49 in 1997 and 37 in 1996 (Fig. 14).   This is a 49% increase from 1997 and a 97% increase from 1996.  We believe

this increase is at least partially accounted for by continued relatively wet wea ther and stro ng snow pa ck, which resu lts

in good water levels and cover of vegetation in the Fourmile Creek study area.  Since 1995 Oregon has experienced above

average precipitation  after eight years below average (N OAA 1 998, O CS 199 9).  The B LM pr operty on th e Fourm ile

Creek study area ha s also not be en grazed  by cattle since 1 994, allow ing for a high lev el of senescen t vegetation to  build

up and serve as cover for both the rails and their nests (BLM 1998).  The majority of the rails have been on the BLM

property,  particularly the northwest portion that had high num bers of rails in past years as well.  The main area which was

unused by the rails was the central portion of the BLM property north of Fourmile Creek, where water levels were too high

for Yellow Rails.  Also, only one rail was heard on the private lands south of Fourmile Creek until the 3 June survey, when

four rails were heard.  This is likely due to the heavy levels o f grazing pressure, which leave almost no senescent

vegetation, and therefore little cover early in the breeding season (Figs.  15a and 15b).  The numbe r of rails heard in the

Fourmile C reek area b egan to dro p in mid Jun e as in past year s, and fell sharp ly as water levels d ropped . 

   Although we captured 4 males in the Mares Egg Spring area, only two males were heard calling during any one survey

(Fig. 16).  This appears to reflect males which may have been simply passing through, possibly to/from Fourmile Creek,

located ab out 3.5 km  south, or othe r areas.  Th is may be rela ted to the wate r levels in the wet meadow north of Mares

Egg Spring which dropped starting the beginning of June and never rose back to levels similar to past years.  In the

previous 3 years, water levels in the area were relatively stable.

   The total of 14 returns, for a 15.7% recapture rate, is relatively low, considering that we captured 74% of the maximum

number of rails heard c alling near Fo urmile Cree k in 1998, 82% in 199 7 and 73% in 1996 .  Sixteen percent of the males

banded in 1997 were recaptured the following year, as were 10% of the males banded in 1996, and 17% of those banded



in 1995.  This is a relatively low recapture rate for a rare  bird that utilizes sc arce habita t, and is likely the resu lt of a

combina tion of two po ssibilities.  

   First, the Yellow Rail may be a very short lived bird.  W e have very little info rmation on  its life span, and kn ow only

that it lives at least 2 years from our 14 returns and the 2 returns at Seney Nation al Wildlife Refuge in Michigan

(Book hout 199 5).  No o ne has reca ptured any Y ellow Rails late r than the year a fter they were or iginally bande d.  

   Second, the rails in Oregon may have relatively low site fidelity or philopatry.  It is possible that they return to one of

the other suspected breeding areas in Oreg on or eve n to as yet unkno wn addition al breeding  areas in W estern No rth

America.  The mean distance between return locations and original banding locations is 461 m (SD = 696  m) when using

locations closest in time o f year.  If location info rmation for m ultiple capture s within the same  year for two o f these

returns are considered, and the closest two locations are chosen, the mean distance drops to 337 m.  Taking out an outlier

of 2,470 m gives a mean of 173 m (range = 3 – 465 m)for the remaining 13 returns – extremely strong site fidelity for

these individu als.  

   However, we also have evidence of movement during the breeding season between study areas, up to 14 km.  Many

of the Yellow Rails located north of Dixon Road on 7 July  were likely on the Fourmile Creek site earlier in the breeding

season.  This move ment appears to b e the result of dropping water levels.

Yellow rail habitat

   In 1996, we showed that male Yellow Rails were pro bably mo ving their territorie s during the b reeding sea son in

response to changes in water levels (Popper and Stern 1996).  In 1997, although water levels in the Fourmile Creek area

dropped significantly, water leve ls at calling locations did not (Popper and Stern 1997).  We observed a similar

relationship  in 1998, with water levels at the water gauges dropping at a steep rate, while the depths at calling locations

stayed relatively level (see Fig. 12).  Also, as the water levels dropped, so did the number of rails heard calling.

   As in 1997, areas of the Fourmile Creek site were affected by water management activities on adjacent lands.  This was

especially  apparent north of the creek near where Crane Creek enters from the canal between the private  and federal

lands.  When fields north of the BLM property were  being flood irrigated, the water levels on the BLM lands rose.

Similarly, when the fields were being drained, water levels dropped on the study site, even to the extent that water was

flowing backward out of Cran e Creek no rth into the (now  low) canal.   This type o f water level fluctua tion can dra stically

affect a critical asp ect of Yello w Rail habita t.

  

   The cov er of vegetatio n at the Fourm ile Creek site  has been high, especia lly the senescent c over on B LM land s.  All

nests found in 1998 had at least 40% cover of senescent vegetation.  Also, only one rail was located on private lands

through May, even though wate r levels were no t a problem.  The main reason for the low level of use appeared to be a

lack of sufficient cover from senescent vegetation due to heavy grazing the previous year.  Once the vegetation had a

chance to g row and p rovide co ver for the ad ults in June, mo re rails began  to occup y the private land s. 

   

Recommendations

   Continued banding and mon itoring of Ye llow Rails at Fo urmile Cree k and elsew here will assist in  better understanding

its life history.  Questions which need to be answered include site fidelity and life span.  Now that 161 males have been

banded over the last 4 years, one of, if not the largest existing population of banded Yellow Rails is available to answer

population viability question s.  The ba nding of 3 ju veniles in 199 8 is a unique op portunity to ca tch a Yello w Rail  in 1999

whose age we will be able to determine.  Also, we have the opportunity to study the presence of probable bree ding

populations at the Wood River W etland and Sycan Marsh after a first year of intensive censu ssing and ba nding at bo th

locations.  Only by continuing the banding  and monitoring will we be ab le to address these issues and adequately manage

for this rare species.

   The two important habitat characteristics that are under control of land managers are water levels and cover of

vegetation.  Permanent water gauges were installed at the Fourmile Creek, Mares Egg Spring, and Wood River Wetland

sites.  These gauges can assist in monitoring the effects of dams and dikes, bo th on federal and adjac ent private lands.

The management of dikes, head gates, and check dams is a critical environmental factor affecting habitat of breeding

Yellow Rails, and o ne which land  managers  have the ab ility to control.  U sing dikes for flo od irrigation  can result in



flooded nest sites, and cleaning of dikes can result in the lowering of water tables, as seen at Dixon Road, F ort Klama th

Historical Monument, Crooked C reek, Fourmile Creek, and the BLM W ood River property (Popper and Stern 1996,

Stern et al. 19 93). 

   Vegetative cover is the other extremely important factor for good Yellow Rail habitat, and both amount of cover and

type of cover sho uld be co nsidered.  If gr azing occu rs, the levels shou ld be relative ly light to allow sufficient senescent

and live vegetative cover (averaging almost 100% at known Yellow Rail nest sites) and height to be available for the next

year.  We continue to recommend that grazing not begin in a reas utilized b y breeding Y ellow Rails un til mid August.

If the proposed action in the BLM Fourmile Property Grazing EA (#OR-014-96-03) is accepted, we strongly advo cate

that approp riate monitoring  and mana gement oc cur to exam ine how and  if the levels of grazing are impacting breeding

Yellow Rails.  This would include building more fences to allow decisions on grazing to be made on a smaller scale, as

well as rest pasture s for various len gths of time from  one to at least thr ee years.  Acc urate forage  utilization data

including frequent checks of ex closures and grazing levels and patterns need to be collected to allow for comparison

between years.  Yellow R ail surveys should be comp leted before cattle are placed  in the pastures.

Conclusion

   

   We heard  a maximum number of 73 Yellow Rails calling in the Fourmile Creek area in 1998 compared to 49 in 1997

and 37 in 199 6.  Reasons for this increase may be associated with more rain and snowfall in recent years which may have

created better habitat cond itions.  This is the most densely populated breeding area of Yellow Rails west of the Rocky

Mountains,  and probably throughout its range.  The small number of areas where Yellow Rails breed in O regon sugg ests

that site fidelity would be high, but we have only 14 returns of 89 banded in the previous 3 years at Fourmile Creek and

Mares Egg Spring.  This low number of recaptures with a high degree of individual site fidelity indicates low annual

survivorship . 

   There are three general areas where we believe Yellow R ails bred in O regon in 19 98: W ood Riv er Valley, K lamath

Marsh, and Sycan Marsh.  By adding the maximum survey counts for all the sites located in these areas, we estimate a

minimum population of 153 males in 1998 in Oregon.  However, only a partial survey was done in bad weather at

Klamath  Marsh, so  we will increase  the count to e qual those h eard in  1997 at that site for a total of 170.  However, we

determined that maximum  survey coun ts probably underestimate the number of rails using an area by 30% (Popp er and

Stern 1996).  T herefore we  estimate the total breeding population at known sites in Oregon in 1999 to be 2 00 – 250  pairs.

   A population of this size and low survivorsh ip is extremely su sceptible to ye ar to year cha nges in its habitat.  T heir

reliance on specific levels of shallow water habitat with large amounts of sedge cover and senescent vegetation means

that their habitat and population numbers can be easily altered, and their long term stability is questionable.  The Yellow

Rail banding effort in the Fourmile Creek area is the most intensive effort undertaken in the United States, and

continuation will assist in understanding population dynamics and patterns of movement of this disjunct population.
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