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Information compiled by Jason Beason
Special Monitoring Projects Coordinator
Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory


The Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory (RMBO) conducted surveys for the Western Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus occidentalis; hereafter WYBC) in western Colorado for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 2008 through 2011. Protocol developed by the Western Yellow-billed Cuckoo Working Group was strictly adhered to during surveys after it was created. The amount of funding provided by the USFWS was sufficient for an exploratory inventory; however, it was insufficient to survey all potential habitat in the designated range of the WYBC in western Colorado. Please see attached reports for maps and coordinates for all survey locations. RMBO has also archived information about incidental observations of WYBC since 1998 with the goal of mapping the distribution of this species in western Colorado. To compile information about the WYBC, the RMBO Special Monitoring Projects Coordinator has conducted literature reviews and requested information from ornithologists with local expertise.

1. Have we accurately described the biological or ecological requirements of the species? Is the scientific foundation of the proposed rule fundamentally sound? Can the scientific foundation be strengthened, and if so, how?
The Service’s descriptions of Western Yellow-billed Cuckoo (hereafter WYBC) biology and habitat use are accurate and I have no recommendations about changing information in the proposed rule. My main concern is about available habitat in western Colorado that is not included as critical habitat in the proposed rule. There are several drainages that have potential to host small populations and provide important habitat for migrating WYBC in western Colorado where critical habitat is not currently designated. Surveys that have been conducted for WYBC covered a low percentage of the available riparian habitat in western Colorado it is very possible that undiscovered populations could exist. However, given the arid environment of western Colorado it is very unlikely large populations of WYBC exist in any of the un-surveyed drainages. 
2. 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.
I have no comment regarding this question.
3. Do the proposed critical habitat units cover the appropriate areas for the species and are they sufficient in number and extent? Should areas that are not currently occupied by the species be included as additional critical habitat?
I would like to mention three sites that have habitat characteristics similar to sites that are currently occupied by WYBC in western Colorado. One of these locations has never been surveyed for WYBC and the others were surveyed but inadequately. Incidental reports of WYBC occurred at all of these sites but dates of observations were outside what is currently recognized as breeding season for the species (15 June through 15 August), therefore, the cuckoos could have been migrating through the area.
· Collbran/Plateau City Area (Plateau Creek in Mesa County) – WYBC have been reported at this location recently; however, dates of observations were prior to WYBC breeding season and detections could represent migrant cuckoos. RMBO conducted surveys in this area in 2011 but no WYBC were detected.
· Sections of the La Plata River (La Plata County) – Riparian habitat with suitable habitat characteristics and one report of WYBC that lacks date and specific location information.
· Sections of the Piedra River (La Plata County) – One incidental sighting has been recorded but outside recognized as WYBC breeding season. RMBO surveys were conducted in this area on Southern Ute Indian Reservation lands in suitable habitat, but WYBC were not detected.
One site (Nucla Area) should be considered critical habitat because WYBC have been detected during the breeding season on private property (Table 1). Much of the suitable habitat in this area is dependent upon irrigation ditches for water (there are limited perennial streams) which is an unusual situation for hosting WYBC.
Table 1. Date, general location, Universal Transverse Mercator coordinates, and observer for one observation of Western Yellow-billed Cuckooo in Montrose County, Colorado.
	Date
	Location
	Zone
	Easting
	Northing
	Observer

	Jul-6-2008
	Nucla
	13
	714959
	4238304
	Coen Dexter



RMBO conducted surveys for WYBC at points in suitable habitat in Gunnison County, Colorado in 2008 and 2009. During our surveys WYBC were not detected; however, incidental observations of WYBC in Gunnison County were recorded outside of RMBO’s survey effort in 2007 and 2011 (Table 2). In the proposed rule it is stated that “this unit has been occupied by western yellow-billed cuckoos during the breeding season”; however, I am unaware of observations occurring within the current boundaries of unit 58.




Table 2. Date, general location, Universal Transverse Mercator coordinates, and observers for two observations of Western Yellow-billed Cuckooo in Gunnison County, Colorado.
	Date
	Location
	Zone
	Easting
	Northing
	Observers

	Jul-8-2011
	Tomichi Creek
	13s
	344382
	4265093
	Ron Meyer & Fern Ford

	2007
	Gunnison River
	13s
	330032
	4268200
	Tyler Hicks



In 2007, a WYBC was heard calling west of the town of Gunnison (approximately one mile north of the east edge of unit 58 as described in the proposed rule) along the Gunnison River by a well-respected birder. Unfortunately, dates for observations were not recorded, but the observer did state that WYBC were heard on several occasions.  The habitat characteristics at this location are very similar to those found throughout the undisturbed areas in unit 58. Another Gunnison County observation occurred during field work for the second Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas. The atlas observers reported seeing a WYBC carrying food (which confirms breeding for atlas purposes) at the location where State Highway 114 crosses Tomichi Creek approximately nine miles east of the east boundary of unit 58. The plant composition and vegetative structure at this location is not typical for what is recognized as preferred habitat for the WYBC. This area is dominated by a dense willow shrub stand along Tomichi Creek with little cottonwood overstory. This riparian habitat type is very common along Tomichi Creek and throughout Gunnison County. Visual inspection of the habitat at locations where WYBC have been recorded in Gunnison County indicates there is abundant suitable habitat outside the current boundary for unit 58 that should be included as critical habitat for the WYBC.
I feel that the east edge (residential area and golf course) of unit 58 as mapped in the proposed rule should not be considered critical habitat for WYBC. Since this species is shy and secretive this area is unlikely to be used for breeding (it could however be used for foraging). The understory vegetation in this area has been eliminated or greatly reduced thereby making the habitat unsuitable.
4. Are the Service’s descriptions, analyses, biological findings, and conclusions accurate, logical, and supported by the data and information in the proposed rule; especially in regards to the species’ biology and habitat use?
I address some concerns regarding habitat use for question number six.
5. Are the proposed exclusions appropriate? Are the proposed exclusions sufficiently protected and managed to provide habitat for the species?
I am unaware of exclusions in western Colorado. As stated in this review, suitable habitat does exist on Southern Ute Indian Reservation lands along the Piedra River in La Plata County and this may be the only potential exclusion because of uncertainties of including tribal lands. I did obtain permission from tribal biologists when RMBO conducted surveys there and they also shared information about a WYBC sighting.
6. Did the Service accurately describe the analyses, studies, and literature that are referred 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.
A topic that deserves attention in the proposed rule is use of Russian olive (Elaeagnus angustifolia) by WYBC in western Colorado. A search in the proposed rule yields information about use of tamarisk (Tamarix sp.) by WYBC but there is no mention of Russian olive. In western Colorado, Russian olive often forms dense stands dominating the understory in many of the largest cottonwood galleries. Currently, there are many riparian restoration projects in western Colorado, and throughout the western U.S., which have the goal of reducing or eliminating Russian olive. During the 2008-2011 RMBO inventory, the area where most detections of WYBC in western Colorado occurred was the North Fork of the Gunnison River (hereafter North Fork) valley in the vicinity of Hotchkiss and Paonia (unit 56 in the proposed rule). Russian olive was the most abundant understory shrub recorded on survey points during vegetation surveys in this area. The only active nest discovered (on 21 July, 2008) during the RMBO inventory was in a Russian olive near Hotchkiss. This location has been occupied during the breeding season by WYBC 2008 through 2014. I do not feel that WYBC are choosing Russian olive instead of native species as a nesting substrate, but locations with native shrub cover providing the same dense vegetative structure and density are lacking along the North Fork. Since it seems Russian olive is being ignored as potential habitat in the proposed rule and not being surveyed by agencies/organizations conducting surveys, could it be possible other areas could be occupied by WYBC in the adjacent states where Russian olive also forms large dense stands? Additionally, given current interest in removing invasive species, it may be argued that current restoration practices are reducing the amount of available habitat for WYBC and other bird species unless the habitat that is removed is quickly replaced with native shrubs.
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 do not know of any significant papers not used in proposed rule. I will attach RMBO reports when I submit my review. Even though information from these reports was not published in peer-reviewed scientific journals, they were reviewed by professionals working at RMBO.
8. Are there parts of the proposed rule that need additional detail or explanation? Are there parts that are superfluous, or could be condensed?
For selected critical habitat units in western Colorado, I would like to know how information about the units considered to be occupied by WYBC was collected. I have been researching WYBC in this area for approximately ten years and have learned that it is difficult to find accurate historical information about the distribution of this species.
9. [bookmark: _GoBack]Are scientific uncertainties clearly identified and characterized, and are the potential implications of the uncertainties for the technical conclusions clear?
I have no comment regarding this question.

