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A Gnatcatcher’s
New Battle
A tiny, feathered David and two commercial Goliaths are squar-
ing off for a second time in southern California. It is a new try 
to delist the coastal California Gnatcatcher (subspecies califor-
nica) as threatened under the U.S. Endangered Species Act.

In June 2014, the National Association of Home Builders and 
the California Building Industry Association petitioned the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) to remove the gnatcatcher 
from the act’s protection. The petitioners also include the Cen-
ter for Environmental Science, Accuracy, and Reliability; the 
Coalition of Labor, Agriculture, and Business; and the Property 
Owners Association of Riverside County.

The petition is based on a 2013 paper in The Auk by Rob-
ert M. Zink, Jeffrey G. Groth, Hernan Vázquez-Miranda, and 
George F. Barrowclough. They concluded that californica is not 
a valid subspecies on the grounds that it is not genetically, phe-
notypically, or ecologically distinct from other California Gnat-
catcher populations.

The Endangered Species Act re-
quires listing and delisting to be 
judged “solely on the basis of the 
best scientific and commercial data 
available.” The petition asserts that 
the new genetic analysis, which in-
cludes both mitochondrial DNA and 
nuclear DNA data, furnishes the best 
available information.

 In 2011, the USFWS had reject-
ed a petition by the two develop-
ment associations partly because a 
2000 paper by Zink and colleagues 
analyzed only mitochondrial DNA 
(mtDNA). Before invalidating a sub-
species, the USFWS wanted to see 
nuclear DNA evidence, too.

Objections arose quickly when the 
Los Angeles Times reported the new 
petition. Sylvia Fallon, director of the 
Natural Resources Defense Council’s 
Wildlife Conservation Project, Land, 
and Wildlife Program, told the Times 
that particular genetic characters 

sampled may not be adequate to show differentiation from 
other populations. Michael Patten, a biologist at the University 
of Oklahoma, noted that the analysis included only “a tiny frac-
tion of the whole genome.” Audubon California joined the fray 
when Executive Director Brigid McCormack said the petition 
“is based on inadequate data and should be rejected.” 

John McCormack (who is not related to Audubon’s McCor-
mack), director of the Moore Laboratory of Zoology at Occi-
dental College, argued in a letter to the Times that the genetic 
markers analyzed “made it a foregone conclusion that the au-
thors would find no evidence for distinctiveness.”

In a rebuttal letter, Zink defended the method and added 
that “no one other than the authors had any say in the analy-
ses, interpretation, or writing of the paper.” The latter com-
ment referred to the fact that his study was partly funded by 
developers.

A formal response to the Zink team’s findings has been sub-
mitted to The Auk by John McCormack and James Maley, also 
of the Moore Laboratory. 

Protection of “critical habitat” is also an issue. When califor-

Paul Hess  •  Natrona Heights, Pennsylvania  •  phess@salsgiver.com

The California Gnatcatcher’s coastal subspecies californica is listed as threatened under 
the U.S. Endangered Species Act, and now it faces a serious new hazard. A petition by ma-
jor land developers to delist the subspecies would open nearly 200,000 acres of its critical 
coastal sage scrub habitat to building development. San Diego, California; October 2011. 
Photo by © Bill Schmoker.
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nica was listed in 1993, the USFWS designated 495,795 acres 
as critical habitat for the gnatcatcher. In 2007, the USFWS 
sliced that to 197,303 acres, believing that the rest of the acre-
age was protected by other conservation plans or was not criti-
cal to preventing extinction. Delisting the gnatcatcher would 
open that last remnant of acreage for commercial development. 
It contains large tracts of coastal sage-scrub vegetation, the 
gnatcatcher’s preferred habitat.

The next step is a “90-day finding” in which the USFWS will 
either dismiss the petition or open a period requesting further 
evidence and public comment. 

See tinyurl.com/gnatcatcher-petition for the full petition, 
which appends the 2000 and 2013 papers by Zink and coau-
thors. See tinyurl.com/USFWS-gnatcatcher for a history of the 
USFWS decisions.

Loss of Female Song
Hear a bird singing in the ABA Area today, and it is probably 
a male. In this species’ ancient ancestor, it might just as likely 
have been a female.

A new study suggests that female song is songbirds’ ancestral 
trait, which originated and persists in tropical and Australasian 

birds but has been lost over evolu-
tionary time in most temperate-zone 
species. Karan J. Odom, Michelle L. 
Hall, Katharina Riebel, Kevin E. Om-
land, and Naomi E. Langmore report-
ed this conclusion in a 2014 paper in 
Nature Communications (tinyurl.com/ 
female-songsters).

Females of many tropical species 
sing, but it is relatively rare among 
temperate-zone breeders. Among 
323 species sampled in 34 avian fam-
ilies, the authors found references to 
female song in 71% of the species in 
32 of the families—nearly all in the 
tropics and Australasia. A female may 
sing solo or in a duet with her mate. 
Among ABA Area species, these 
songs are primarily associated with 
breeding-season behavior, and may 
be heard at least occasionally from 
vireos, shrikes, corvids, nuthatches, 
wrens, catbirds, thrushes, wood-war-
blers (at least 11 species!), sparrows, 
cardinals, and a few others.

Odom and coauthors’ north temperate-zone sample covered 
three families and listed four vireos, three shrikes, and six cor-
vids with known female song. In a 2008 paper (Journal of Avian 
Biology 39:57–65), Lauryn Benedict reported that duetting is 
known in at least 21 of 300 North American species in 12 of 
31 families sampled. She tells Birding that, overall, female song 
is known in more than one third of North American passerine 
species.

The propensity for females to sing in tropical and subtropical 
regions led Odom and her colleagues to consider whether this 
might have been typical in the earliest stages of all songbirds’ 
evolution. The authors approached the question with an ana-
lytical method known as “reconstruction of ancestral character 
states.” This phylogenetic approach tracks a trait’s evolutionary 
past back through the avian family tree to infer how the trait 
may have changed or remained stable as taxa diverged from a 
shared ancestor.

The authors mapped current distribution of female song 
across the sampled species’ and families’ evolutionary past. The 
results indicate that female song was indeed widespread among 
ancient birds.

Why has female song become relatively rare in species breed-
ing in the north and south temperate zones? Research suggests 
that female song is lost when species evolve annual migrations 

Recent research suggests that female song was the ancestral trait in early stages of songbirds’ 
evolution. It remains common among tropical and Australasian species, but is relatively rare in 
temperate-zone birds, perhaps lost via natural selection. The Carolina Wren is among temperate-
zone species with female singers. Sedgwick County, Kansas; November 2005. Photo by © Bob Gress.
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between temperate breeding ranges and tropical winter ranges. 
Analogous evolutionary losses of bright female plumage have 
been suggested previously for orioles that breed in temperate 
zones. Those findings about plumage and song, summarized in 
the November 2009 issue of Birding (tinyurl.com/lost-songs), 
contrast with Darwin’s view that sexual selection results in 
elaborate male traits through female choice of “the most melo-
dious or beautiful males.”

Why does migration lead to the loss of song? One speculation 

is that many species remain paired and defend their territory 
year-round in the tropics. Singing between mates could help 
to maintain the pair bond and to share deterrence of would-be 
invaders. In the temperate zone, many species are paired only 
in the breeding season and may have successive mates and ter-
ritories even within a single breeding season. For those reasons, 
singing by both sexes may be less important.

If Darwin had known about that adaptive interpretation, 
might he have invoked his problematic concept of “use and 
disuse” to explain the loss of traits? We often reflect on how 
evolution promotes elaborate traits like complex song and 
bright plumage, but the same process can eliminate traits that 
no longer confer a selective advantage.

In any case, Odom and her colleagues say, “The exciting 
challenges now are to identify the mechanisms...as well as the 
selection pressures driving the maintenance, elaboration, and 
loss of female song in nature.” Birders can enrich our collec-
tive knowledge by reporting female songs and their behavioral 
contexts, perhaps adding species to the list of female singers.

Chihuahuan Desert Birds
Four of the most severely declining grassland birds in the U.S. 
and Canada face a serious threat on the wintering grounds: ac-
celerating losses of their Chihuahuan Desert habitat in Mexico. 

Across the species’ breeding ranges, North American Breed-
ing Bird Survey (BBS) data show a severe long-term decline in 
counts of Sprague’s Pipit, Chestnut-collared Longspur, Baird’s 

The Baird’ Sparrow (above) and Sprague’s Pipit (below) have 
undergone catastrophic population losses during the past 
half-century in their ABA Area breeding ranges. A recent study 
suggests that loss of habitat in their chihuahuan desert winter 
ranges may be an important factor in the severe declines.
Rancho el Uno, Janos, Chihuahua; November 2012. Photos by
© José Hugo Martínez Guerrero.
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Sparrow, and Lark Bunting. From 1966 to 2011, the pipit has 
plunged 80%, the longspur 86%, the sparrow 74%, and the 
bunting 83%. 

Those species rely substantially—and for Baird’s Sparrow, 
almost entirely—on natural grassland in the winter. Their pre-
ferred high-desert habitat in Mexico is rapidly being converted 
to cropland, which lacks the food and vegetation cover they 
require.

Duane B. Pool, Arvind O. Panjabi, Alberto Macias-Duarte, 
and Deanna M. Solhjem studied changing land use in the Valles 
Centrales region of northern Chihuahua in northern Mexico. 
The authors calculated the extent of grassland loss and esti-
mated its effects on birdlife in a 2014 paper in Biological Con-
servation (tinyurl.com/Chihuahuan-grassland).

Satellite imagery and field observations of land cover be-
tween 2006 and 2011 indicate that 171,000 acres in the Valles 
Centrales were converted from grassland to cropland. That rep-
resents a 25% loss of grassland birds’ habitat during just five 
years.

From 2007 to 2013, the research team sampled densities of 
28 grassland-associated species that winter or reside year-round 
in the region studied. Based on those densities, the grassland 
lost in the area would have supported approximately 355,000 
birds of those species. 

The four species with the most precipitously plunging popu-
lations indicated by BBS data are taking a substantial hit. Lost 
habitat in the area sampled would have supported an estimated 
1,400 Sprague’s Pipits, 133,000 Chestnut-collared Longspurs, 
6,800 Baird’s Sparrows, and 16,000 Lark Buntings. 

Pool and his colleagues also used density data to estimate 

losses of capacity in the Valles Centrales for five other worri-
somely declining species. The lost grassland would have sup-
ported 117,000 Vesper Sparrows, 38,000 Brewer’s Sparrows, 
58,000 Savannah Sparrows, 25,000 Horned Larks, and 13,000 
Grasshopper Sparrows. Meanwhile, grassland losses have 
been a critical factor in the near disappearance of the breeding 
Aplomado Falcon subpopulation in the northern Chihuahuan 
Desert—a hazard highlighted in the October 2014 issue of the 
ABA’s Birder’s Guide to Listing & Taxonomy.

Disconcerting as the habitat losses are, another fact is more 
than enough to raise any conservationist’s hackles. Mexico re-
quires a federal permit for conversions of existing land use. In 
the Valles Centrales, 4,846 acres were permitted for agricul-
tural clearing from 2002 to 2012. That permission represents 
only 2.8% of the 171,000 acres of grassland cleared during that 
period; thus, 97.2% of prime avian habitat was cleared without 
Mexico’s enforcement of its own law.

The Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory (RMBO), a leader in 
monitoring and conservation of Chihuahuan Desert birds, says 
on its website (tinyurl.com/crop-fields), “In a region already 
vulnerable to drought, climate change, and shrub encroach-
ment, this unrelenting and illegal rate of land conversion bodes 
poorly for grassland birds unless immediate action is taken.”

In the absence of effective Mexican government interven-
tion, the observatory emphasizes direct outreach to the des-
ert’s ranchers and farmers, and is gaining their collaboration in 
conserving grasslands. RMBO includes a video in the discus-
sions to attract cooperation (tinyurl.com/conservation-video). 
A comprehensive conservation plan for the desert’s birdlife is 
available on the RMBO website (tinyurl.com/desert-plan).


