Field Supervisor
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
2800 Cottage Way
Room W-2605
Sacramento, California  95825

Subject:	Peer Review of the October 3, 2013, Proposed Rule to list the western distinct population segment of the yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus) as a threatened species.

USFWS Contact: Karen Leyse (Karen_Leyse@fws.gov)


Hello Karen,

I certainly appreciate the opportunity to provide comments on the Proposed Rule to list the western yellow-billed cuckoo as a threatened species.  I hope you will find my comments helpful as the USFWS proceeds forward with reviewing all the additional data and comments received during this public comment period. I have attempted to provide clear and concise statements to the nine questions that were presented in the formal request of my review.

Unless specifically noted in my comments below, I generally agree with all statements and conclusions presented by the USFWS contained within the proposed rule.

1.  Are the Service’s descriptions, analysis, biological findings, and conclusions accurate, logical, and supported by the data and information in the proposed rule: especially in regards to the species’ biology, habitat use, range and status (current and historical), distribution, population size and trends and configuration of the DPS Boundary?

1) We applied the discriminant function analysis (DFA) developed by Franzreb and Laymon (1993) to our data collected from 35 cuckoos captured within the Middle Rio Grande, NM and found that 30 of the individuals (86%) were classified as western.  We also applied the DFA to data collected from 25 individuals captured within the Pecos River Basin near Carlsbad, NM and found that 17 of the individuals (68%) were also classified as western.  Franzreb and Laymon (1993) determined that 12 of 19 (63%) cuckoos from the Rio Grande upstream of  Big Bend were western based on the DFA, while 9 of 11 (82%) from the Pecos and Rio Grande downstream of Big Bend were determined to be eastern.  Based on our DFA results, the Pecos cuckoo population near Carlsbad, NM (approximately 275 miles upstream of the confluence of the Rio Grande and Pecos River) is more similar to the Rio Grande cuckoo population (i.e. western) than that of the Trans-Pecos or eastern cuckoo populations. (Please see attached for DFA analysis results).
 
We also conducted a comparison of morphometric measurements between the Rio Grande and Pecos cuckoo populations.  On average, Rio Grande males were larger than Pecos males in all categories, including weight, wing chord, bill length, bill depth, and tail length – though not statistically different (alpha=0.05).  However, Pecos males were larger in all categories than the eastern averages reported by Frenzreb and Laymon (1993).  The Pecos males were also larger than the “West Texas and Vicinity” males reported by Frenzreb and Laymon (1993) – except in regards to bill length.  The “West Texas and Vicinity” males (n=16) had an average bill length of 19.84 mm, while the Pecos males (n=11) averaged 19.51 mm.
 
On average, Rio Grande females were also larger than Pecos females in all categories, except bill depth, which was statistically significant (Pecos females (n=11) > Rio Grande females (n=14), t-test, P=0.04).  Pecos females were larger in all categories than the eastern averages reported by Frenzreb and Laymon (1993). They were also larger than the “West Texas and Vicinity” females reported by Frenzreb and Laymon (1993) – except in regards to wing cord.  The “West Texas and Vicinity” females (n=16) had an average wing cord length of 147.17 mm, while the Pecos females (n=11) averaged 147.00 mm.
 
Based on our yellow-billed cuckoo morphometric measurements, cuckoos inhabiting the Pecos Basin near Carlsbad, NM are in general larger than either the eastern or Trans-Pecos cuckoos described by Frenzreb and Laymon (1993).  Although they also tend to be slightly smaller than those found within the Middle Rio Grande Basin, NM, there were no statistical differences in the morphometric data between the Pecos and Rio Grande populations (except in regards to female bill depth as described above).  Based on these results, the Pecos River cuckoo population in New Mexico appears to be more similar to the western yellow-billed cuckoo than the eastern.
 
Please see attached data for a detailed comparison of morphometric results collected from male and female cuckoos within the Rio Grande and Pecos River Basins. 

2) Since formal cuckoo surveys have not been conducted within the Pecos River Basin near Carlsbad, NM, breeding season data is limited.  Breeding season and migration data retrieved from the single yellow-billed cuckoo from the Pecos Basin near Avalon Reservoir, NM which was recaptured in 2012, indicated a July 18, 2011 departure from the breeding area – which would more closely correspond with the breeding season of an eastern yellow-billed cuckoo rather than a western.  This cuckoo also traveled nearly 300 miles northeast and spent nearly 2 months before turning southward in early October (Sechrist and Best 2012).  The geolocator failed on October 12, 2011 indicating the last known location of this cuckoo in central Texas. Unfortunately we do not have any formal survey data that would indicate the arrival, breeding, and departure dates for yellow-billed cuckoos within the Pecos Basin of New Mexico.

3) Update in survey results within the Middle Rio Grande, NM from Highway 60 downstream to Elephant Butte Reservoir includes; 73 territories in 2011 and 121 territories in 2012.  The somewhat dramatic increase in 2012 territories occurred within the Highway 60 to Bosque del Apache NWR portion of the study area. Survey results from 2009 through 2012 are directly comparable (Ahlers et. al. 2013) 
4)  Incidental yellow-billed cuckoo detections downstream of Elephant Butte Reservoir, between June 23 and July 19, 2012 included nine within the exposed pool of Caballo Reservoir, two upstream of Leasburg Dam, and one in the vicinity of Hatch, NM (Moore and Ahlers 2013). 
5)  In regards to “Habitat Loss and Degradation Due to Conversion to Nonnative Vegetation” – the statement that the “The major threat from this habitat conversion is the change from vegetation that supplies the western yellow-billed cuckoos with the essential food and adequate thermal cover to vegetation that does not supply these attributes.” – is not clearly supported.  Although the status/classification of yellow-billed cuckoos that occupy the monotypic tamarisk stands within the riparian area of the Pecos River Basin near Carlsbad, NM may be disputed, it appears that the monotypic tamarisk habitat and adjacent uplands does provide the essential food and cover required by the species.  Several other factors such as the connectivity of surface and groundwater, prey base, vegetative structure and density, play a far greater role than species composition when determining habitat suitability.  The absence or limited use of monotypic tamarisk stands by yellow-billed cuckoos from the Rio Grande westward is likely due to the availability and preference for native, or mixed native/tamarisk stands.  Habitat suitability should be determined on a site specific basis and not be over simplified by only considering species composition. 

2.  Have we accurately described the biological or ecological requirements of the species and ongoing conservation measures for the species and their habitat?  Is the scientific foundation of the proposed rule fundamentally sound? Can the scientific foundation be strengthened, and if so, how? 
Yes, the biological and ecological requirements have been accurately described.

3. Are there instances in the proposed rule where a different, yet equally reasonable and scientifically-sound conclusion might be drawn?  If any instances are found where this is the case, please provide specifics.
Please see discussion regarding the classification of yellow-billed cuckoos from the Pecos Basin near Carlsbad, NM as “western” under question 1 above. 

4. Does the proposed rule provide accurate and balanced reviews and analysis of the threats to the species (at the time of listing and in the future) in the five listing factors?  Are the Services findings regarding threats biologically sound and supported based on the information and data presented in the proposed rule?
I agree with the determination that Factors A and F currently present the greatest potential threats at this time. 
Note:   Predation of a yellow-billed cuckoo nestling by a bull snake (Pituophis melanoleucus affinis) within the middle Rio Grande, NM was captured on a remote video camera on July 27, 2010 (Sechrist and Ahlers 2010 – unpublished data) 

5. Are there additional current or planned activities in the areas occupied by the species and what are the possible impacts of these activities on the species?
There are no additional current or planned activities in the areas occupied by the species that I am aware of.

6. Did the Service accurately describe the analysis, studies, and literature that are referenced in the proposed rule, and did the Service use the best available science to support its assumptions, arguments, and biological conclusions?  If any instances are found where the best available science was not used, please provide the specifics.
I believe that the best available data was used at the time the proposed rule was prepared.  Please see responses discussed above and attached data/reports.  

7. Are there any significant peer-reviewed scientific papers that the proposed rule omits from consideration that would enhance the scientific quality of the document? Please identify any such papers.
I am unaware of any additional publications or reports that would have a significant effect on the quality of the proposed rule.
However, I have provided some additional current references regarding YBCU distribution and abundance within the Middle and Lower Rio Grande of New Mexico. (See below).

8. Are there parts of the proposed rule that need additional detail or explanation? Are there parts that are superfluous, or could be condensed?
Although global climate change may have an eventual long-term and significant effect on YBCU habitat, predictive models are being frequently revised resulting in a fairly wide-range of potential effects.  All other potential impacts that have been identified in the proposed rule are far more imminent and warrant full consideration.    I believe the section on climate change detracts from the more impending threats and could be condensed.

9. Are scientific uncertainties clearly identified and characterized, and are the potential implications of the uncertainties for the technical conclusions clear?
Please see responses discussed above and General Comment Section below.
General Comments 
1)  Under section “Distinct Vertebrate Population Segment” second paragraph: the reference to “…the United States including the upper and middle Rio Grande….” – please define what the USFWS is referring to as the upper and middle Rio Grande.
2)  Page 61628 – Line 5.  Please provide a citation to the statement referring to “Historically, this gap was wider because the banks of the Pecos River did not have riparian woodland and the area was not used by the species.”
3)  Under Summary of Factors Affecting the Species: Factor A.  As clearly stated: “In order for yellow-billed cuckoo habitat to be maintained the dynamic transitional process of vegetation recruitment and maturity must be maintained.”  It is important to note that the dynamic nature of fluctuating reservoir levels is often the most dynamic feature within our western river systems.  It is for these reasons that the exposed reservoir pools often provide suitable habitat for a wide-range of species – including the yellow-billed cuckoo.   Without the periodic inundation/destruction and reestablishment of habitat caused by fluctuating reservoir pools habitat quality within the pool would be reduced.
If you have any questions regarding my responses, please don’t hesitate to call.

Thank You,
 
Darrell Ahlers
Wildlife Biologist
U.S. Bureau of Reclamation
Denver Technical Service Center
Denver, Colorado  80225
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