USFWS Crested Caracara Draft Survey Protocol —
Additional Guidance (2016-2017 Breeding Season)

The northern crested caracara (Caracara cheriway) is a resident, diurnal, and non-migratory
raptor that occurs primarily in Florida, Texas, Arizona, Cuba, Mexico, Central America, and the
northern portions of South America (Morrison and Dwyer 2012). Only the Florida population,
which is isolated from the remainder of the species, is listed as threatened under the
Endangered Species Act.

In order to avoid the potential for unauthorized take, future project sites within the caracara
consultation area (Figure 1) containing habitats (same or similar) as described below should
undergo a formal caracara survey to determine site utilization by caracaras. The intent of
caracara surveys is three-fold: (1) to determine the location(s) of active caracara nest(s) that
could be adversely affected by the proposed project; (2) to determine the presence and use of
the project area by breeding and non-breeding caracaras, including the approximate
boundaries of breeding territories, if possible; and (3) to determine the fate and productivity of
any caracara nest found.

We recommend coordinating with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) prior to
conducting surveys, including submittal of a proposed survey plan and list of observers which
follows the guidance below. Following the guidance will ensure that the surveys are timed
during the period of greatest detection to document caracaras within or adjacent to the
proposed project. The Service has caracara observation and nest location data as well as
designated caracara congregation areas that may be of use for planning surveys. For project
consultations under the Endangered Species Act, surveys must follow this protocol and must be
no older than the previous caracara nesting season (January — April) in order to be considered
valid. In the event that construction or vegetation clearing activity will occur more than one
year after permitting is completed, contact the Service to discuss the need for follow-up
surveys.

Foraging and Nesting Habitat

The Florida caracara population commonly occurs on dry or wet prairies with scattered cabbage
palms (Sabal palmetto). It may also be found in lightly wooded areas. Scattered saw palmetto
(Serenoa repens), scrub oaks (Quercus geminata, Q. minima, Q. pumila), and cypress (Taxodium
spp.) may also be present. Widespread changes in land use may have caused a change in
habitat use in this species. Morrison and Humphrey (2001) found a strong association of
caracara home ranges with improved pasture. The presence of seasonal wetlands, which may
serve as foraging habitat, is an important factor in the attractiveness of these pastures to
caracaras (Service 1999). Therefore, today we recognize caracara foraging habitat (and nesting
territories) as those areas with short herbaceous vegetation. This includes native wet and dry
prairies, but also improved, unimproved, and woodland pastures, sod farms, row crops, levees,
and rangeland. Juvenile caracaras may also use citrus and tree farms.

The primary nesting substrate is cabbage palm, although there have been rare reports of
nesting in slash pine (pers. obs.), cypress, oak, red cedar (Morrison 2007), Australian pine
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(Casuarina sp.), saw palmetto, and black gum (Nyssa sylvatica), and even more atypical
locations such as an electrical substation, radio tower, and billboard (Dwyer and DallaRosa
2015).

Survey Design and Planning

The protective area for a caracara nest is a radius of about 1,500 meters (m) (4,920 feet) from
the nest. Therefore, the survey area should include the project area and a 1,500-m buffer zone
around the perimeter of the project area (including access roads) to account for off-site nest
trees in territories that might overlap onto the project area. A recent aerial photograph
depicting the project boundary and buffer zone should be used to identify all areas of suitable
habitat and to preliminarily map observation blocks. An observation block is defined as an area
easily observable from one vantage point. Enough observation blocks must be identified to
cover all suitable habitats within the project boundary and 1,500-m buffer. Surveyors should
try to obtain legal access to non-project property within the survey area where suitable habitat
exists; these efforts should be documented (e.g., copy of letter, email, etc.). If permission
cannot be obtained, contact the Service for additional guidance prior to initiating surveys.

Prior to the first survey, a site visit should be conducted to confirm suitable habitat and the
location of observation blocks. Based on this site assessment (e.g., presence of visual
obstructions), observation blocks may need to be revised. During the site visit, also identify
observer survey stations (at least one per observation block). Survey stations should be located
to allow full, unobstructed view of the observation block — strategic points are those where
caracaras are more likely to be seen going to and from potential nesting or foraging sites.
Based on the site assessment, update the aerial photo to show suitable habitat, and labeled
observation blocks and their respective survey stations. The location of survey stations may be
adjusted if needed based on initial survey results in order to obtain a different/better view of
caracara activity. Any adjustments to the survey design should be documented via revised
maps.

Observer Qualifications

Information from a recent study (Dwyer et al. 2012) suggested that the probability that a visit
or series of visits (i.e., a survey) would lead to the discovery of an existing caracara nest
increases with an experienced observer. Due to their cryptic nest site locations and unorthodox
method of foraging (walking on the ground), successful nest site surveys require a specific
skillset acquired by conducting numerous surveys under the supervision of an experienced
caracara surveyor. In addition, caracaras can be hard to find and identify at long distances,
especially under low-light conditions. Caracaras may also be wary of humans and will change
their behavior in the presence of people, which can make locating nests extremely difficult for
less experienced observers. Due to these factors, surveys must be conducted by a qualified
biologist having at least two years of experience conducting bird surveys and at least 40 hours
of caracara survey experience (i.e., equivalent to one survey season) under the supervision of
an experienced caracara surveyor. If an observer does not meet these minimum qualifications,
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the observer should be accompanied by a qualified observer who will serve as the primary
observer. Even in cases of qualified observers, and where staff resources allow it, having two
observers at the same station can increase the probability of finding a nest.

Conducting Foraging and Nesting Surveys

The highest probability of success in finding caracara nests is during the period of January
through March. This period covers the time when adult caracaras are foraging to feed nestlings
and therefore, become more visible to observers. As such, surveys must start no later than
January 10 and continue through April 30 to provide adequate data to conclude whether or not
the site contains an active caracara nest and/or foraging habitat. If the survey starts after
January 10, and no nest are found, the survey may not be considered valid by the Service.
Surveys considered invalid should be repeated the following nesting season using the latest
Service protocol to ensure that early nesting birds were not missed. Surveys should not be
conducted in November or December without additional coordination with the Service to avoid
disturbing nesting caracaras during nest initiation or incubation, when they are more prone to
disturbance.

A complete survey of the project area consists of one survey session every two weeks of each
observation block within the project area and the 1,500-m buffer from early January (i.e., Jan 1
- 10) through April 30 (unless a nest is found within the observation block prior to April 30; in
that event, begin Productivity Surveys as described below). A survey session is defined as a
single survey within an identified observation block initiated at least 15 minutes prior to sunrise
and lasting 3 hours (Dwyer et al. 2012). The entire 3-hour survey session must be spent viewing
the one observation block — observers cannot rotate between stations, cruise roads, or leave
the observation block unless following a flying caracara. If the survey area is large or includes
obstructed views, and multiple observation blocks are required, then multiple observers
(preferred) or additional survey sessions will be needed to complete the survey of the entire
project area. Afternoon or evening surveys are optional, but cannot be substituted for early
morning surveys (in the event of not finding a nest). More frequent morning surveys (i.e., more
than one during any two-week period) of an observation block are also optional, and can
increase the probability of finding a nest, but cannot replace the subsequent “once per two-
week surveys” through April 30 (in the event of not finding a nest).

Surveys should be conducted from inside a vehicle (best option is a truck or similar vehicle to
maximize height and minimize view obstructions) or an appropriate wildlife blind using high-
power binoculars. This minimizes caracara disturbance and behavior alteration, and increases
the probability of finding nest locations. Depending on the distance being surveyed, or the
proximity of the caracara/nest being observed, it may also be acceptable for the observer to be
adjacent to the vehicle if that affords better viewing. A spotting scope is essential when
documenting behavior of caracaras and confirming nest tree locations that are far away. If this
cannot be accomplished (e.g., due to visibility or vehicle access restrictions), the Service should
be contacted to provide site-specific guidance.
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Weather conditions must be adequate to clearly view the whole area. Surveys should not be
conducted when it is rainy or foggy (Dwyer et al. 2012). Wind speed should be less than 12
miles per hour (19 kilometers per hour; Beaufort Number 3). Weather conditions and other
important information must be recorded on field data sheets as itemized below (see
Reporting).

During the survey, from a stationary position, search for caracara activity, including birds
perched in trees or on sentinel posts, flying along roads or levees, or carrying nesting material
or food. Watch for other birds, such as American crows (Corvus brachyrhynchos), red-tailed
hawks (Buteo jamaicensis), red-shouldered hawks (Buteo lineatus), bald eagles (Haliaeetus
leucocephalus), and turkey vultures (Cathertes aura), that might elicit an aggressive response
from caracaras. Nesting caracaras will often chase potential predators away from the nest,
thus revealing their presence. Also, vultures can indicate the presence of carrion that may
attract caracaras. If the observer is near or on a road, pay attention to road-killed animals that
may serve as forage for caracaras. If in a pasture, look for cow or calf carcasses on which
caracaras may forage.

If a caracara is sighted, document its activity (i.e., foraging, roosting, preening, territorial
behavior, etc.) and location on an aerial map. If a caracara is in flight, document on the aerial
map the direction the bird came from, the direction it is flying in, and if it is carrying nesting
material or food. Make all reasonable efforts to track the bird to a potential nest location. If a
potential nest tree is detected, then the observer can reposition to improve observation of the
bird’s behavior. All observer locations during a survey should be marked on the aerial. All
caracara observations must be recorded on the field data sheets, including time of observation,
number of birds, plumage (adult/juvenile), activity/behavior (e.g., perching, foraging, feeding,
preening, courtship or territorial display, etc.), and nest stage (building, incubating, nestlings,
fledglings), if applicable. Corresponding caracara locations and flight paths must be marked and
labeled on the aerial map. Also mark any potential or confirmed nest tree locations on the
aerial photo, with GPS coordinates of the observation site and an estimate of the direction and
distance of the nest from the observation point (a rangefinder may help to measure distance).
Do not try to approach the nest as this may cause the caracara to abandon their nesting
attempt. It may be possible to use a compass bearing from two different locations to
triangulate the location of a nest tree that may be too far away and not near recognizable
landmarks.

Survey sessions of each observation block must be repeated at two week intervals. Once a nest
tree location is confirmed, report the location to the Service and transition to Productivity
Surveys. In addition to location of nest trees, the survey data described above can be used to
understand the use of the survey area (e.g., as foraging or roosting habitat) by both breeding
and non-breeding caracaras. Non-breeding caracaras can include both juveniles and adults.
Detailed survey data are also useful in approximating boundaries of breeding territories, which
is typically important to identifying the number of territories that may be impacted by a
proposed project and the anticipated effect that proposed activities may have on a breeding
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caracara pair. This is especially true for projects which are large in size or include habitat
conversion. For more details on caracaras, see Service (1999) and Morrison and Dwyer (2012).

Conducting Productivity Surveys

Once a nest tree is confirmed or highly suspected, begin productivity surveys. These surveys
involve the same repeated, two-week visits, but the surveyor need only observe the nest for
the amount of time necessary to determine nest status (i.e., incubating, nestlings, fledglings, or
failed) and may survey the nest tree at any time during the day (assuming the weather
conditions are appropriate). This will likely require much less effort per day than nest surveys.
Many times, a spotting scope can be more useful than binoculars in observing activity in the
nest that will indicate the nest status. As nesting progresses, the nestlings will become more
active and easier to observe. Record the bird activity and number of nestlings. Record the
fledging date and number of fledglings. From the fledging date, and previous observations,
estimate the egg-laying date. If the nest appears to fail, continue surveying the nest tree area
until April 30 as re-nesting may occur. If nests are deemed active on April 30, continue
surveying those nest trees until they are either successful or have failed.

Reporting

An example field data sheet is provided at the end of this document, but observers may use
their own data sheet format as long as the required information is collected. Requirements for
final reports are as follows:

1. Map of field-verified habitat types within the project area and 1,500-m buffer;

2. Copies of marked aerial photo(s) showing all suitable habitat, with labeled observation
blocks and their respective survey stations (including any alternate station locations
used);

3. For each survey station, copies of any photos taken that document the field of view,
nest tree or caracaras;

4. Documentation of efforts to contact adjacent landowners, and copies of access
agreements, if applicable;

5. A summary table with the following information for each observer: name, hours of
experience conducting caracara surveys (as of January 1), approximate number of
caracara nests previously found, and whether the observer served as a primary or
secondary observer;

6. Copies of all individual field data sheets which include the following information for
each survey:

e observation block/survey station identification,

e survey date,

e observer name(s),

e observer location (e.g., in a vehicle, blind, on foot),
e start and end times,
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e start and end weather conditions (temperature, wind speed and direction, cloud
cover, visibility, and precipitation),
e caracara location/activity details including (for each observation):
0 time of observation,
O number of birds,
0 plumage,
O activity/behavior, and
0 nesting stage, if applicable, and
e an aerial map showing all observed caracara locations and flight paths (labeled to
correspond with activity details) and any potential/confirmed nest tree locations;
and
7. Location data (e.g., latitude/longitude) for all caracara observations and
potential/confirmed nest trees in Excel, projected shapefile (the preferred projection is
Florida Albers NADS83 in meters), or .kml/.kmz format and attributed to include the
information in (6) above.

Additional survey or reporting requirements may exist if the caracara surveys are required by a
Service Biological Opinion (BO)(in this event, refer to the Terms and Conditions of the BO). For
guestions or additional guidance regarding the above survey protocol, please contact the
Service’s caracara lead biologist, Steve Schubert, at 772-469-4249 or 772-562-3909.

Literature Cited

Dwyer, J.F., and J.P. Dalla Rosa. 2015. Use of anthropogenic nest substrates by crested
caracaras. Southeastern Naturalist 12(1):N10-N15.

Dwyer, J. F., J. L. Morrison, and J. D. Fraser. 2012. Factors influencing detection of nesting
crested caracaras. The Journal of Wildlife Management 76(4):857-862.

Morrison, J. L. 2001. Recommended management practices and survey protocols for
Audubon’s crested caracaras (Polyborus plancus audubonii) in Florida. Technical Report
No. 18. Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. Tallahassee, Florida.

Morrison, J. L. 2007. Characteristics of nest sites used by crested caracaras in South-Central
Florida. Florida Field Naturalist 35(1):1-8.

Morrison, J. L. and J. F. Dwyer. 2012. Crested Caracara (Caracara cheriway), The Birds of North
America (P. G. Rodewald, Ed.). Ithaca: Cornell Lab of Ornithology. Retrieved from the Birds
of North America: https://birdsna.org/Species-Account/bna/species/crecarl

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service). 1999. South Florida multi-species recovery plan.
Atlanta, Georgia.
http://www.fws.gov/verobeach/MSRPPDFs/AudubonsCrestedCaracara.pdf



https://birdsna.org/Species-Account/bna/species/crecar1
http://www.fws.gov/verobeach/MSRPPDFs/AudubonsCrestedCaracara.pdf

USFWS Crested Caracara Draft Survey Protocol —
Additional Guidance (2016-2017 Breeding Season)

S 0 ' ‘
v
2

o | | 4 ¥
i

. 4
..
5
s 00 s ey
7/ 5 POk
/ ...“.‘ % ’
/ %

Hardee

A
‘\
8

Ri

iver \‘
3
A\
)

,DeSoto

Glades
/ (N

Hendry

Palm Beach[

Figure 1. USFWS consultation area for crested caracara.
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Caracara Survey Form (updated 12/9/2016)

Project Name:
Location/Observation Block/Lat-Long:

Date Start Time Stop Time Observer Name(s) and Experience Level(s)
Weather
. Air Wind Speed %b Cloud .
Time Temp | and Direction Cover Cloud Type Rain/Fog
Start:
Finish:

Observation Point Information

General Site and Habitat Conditions; Other Activities in the Area

Observations
(flight data, perching, preening, courtship, feeding, nest building, incubation, head
throwback, diving, reaction to passing planes/traffic/pedestrians, other bird species, etc)

Observer Age

Location AZIMm Time Description of behavior, flight path, etc
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