Habitat Preference

Shows a strong and almost exclusive preference for long-needled pine forests. Range almost co-extensive with that of ponderosa pine, Jeffrey pine, and similar species. In Colorado, 93% of atlas observations occurred in coniferous forests, 70% of those in ponderosa pines; range in Colorado essentially coincides with that of ponderosa pine woodlands in the state (Jones 1998).

Several studies identify Pygmy Nuthatch as the most abundant or one of the most abundant species in ponderosa forests, viz., Mt. Charleston, NV; Arizona’s mountains and plateaus; New Mexico; Colorado statewide; and Baja California (Reassumes 1941, Brandt 1951, Norris 1958, Stallcup 1968, Balda 1969, Farris 1985, Travis 1992, Kingery 1998), as well as in other long-needled pines such as those of coastal California and Popocatépetl, Mexico (Paynter 1952, Norris 1958, HEK).

In California mountains, favors open parklike forests of ponderosa and Jeffrey pines in Sierra Nevada (Gaines 1988), but also ranges to 3,050 m in open stands of large lodgepole pines in White Mtns. of California (Shuford and Metropulos 1996). In Mogollon Rim region of central Arizona, breeds and feeds in vast expanses of ponderosa pine and also in shallow snowmelt ravines that course through the pine forests; ravines contain white fir (Abies concolor), Douglas fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii), Arizona white pine (Pinus strobiformis), quaking aspen (Populus tremuloides), and an understory of maples (Acer sp.; CKG). In New Mexico, most common in ponderosa pine, including ponderosa-oak (Pinus ponderosa-Quercus sp.) and ponderosa–Douglas fir forests (S. Williams pers. comm.). In Washington State, uses Douglas fir zones rarely, and then only those in or near ponderosa pines (Smith et al. 1997). In Summit Co., CO, a small group occupies a small sec-tion of lodgepole pine at the edge of an extensive lodgepole forest (HEK).

Since Pygmy Nuthatch nests in dead pines and live trees with dead sections, it prefers old-growth, mature, undisturbed forests (Szaro and Balda 1982). Unlogged forests host significantly larger populations than logged forests (Franzreb and Ohmart 1978, Brawn 1988, Sydeman et al. 1988), and numbers correlate significantly with volume of ponderosa-pine foliage (O’Brien 1990). Pygmy Nuthatch abundance correlates directly with snag density and foliage volume of the forest, but inversely with trunk volume; this implies it needs heterogeneous stands with a mixture of well-spaced, old pines and vigorous trees of intermediate age (Balda et al. 1983). Snags an essential component of habitat; on lumbered plots with some cover but all dead trees removed, numbers dropped to half after logging (Scott 1979). Pygmy Nuthatch regarded as one of best indi-cator species for overall “health” of bird community in ponderosa forests (Szaro and Balda 1982). Breeds in logged forests when researchers provide nest boxes (Brawn 1987, 1988; Bock and Fleck 1995), but postbreeding presence in such forests not examined. See also Breeding: nest site, below
Degradation of habitat

Habitat quality largely depends on suitable nest sites and an adequate sup-ply of food over the year. Disturbances attributable to humans, such as logging, fire, grazing, and home, commercial, and road construction, that degrade either habitat component may inflict negative impacts on populations. Pygmy Nuthatches less abundant in forest “intensively managed for timber” than in more remote and less managed area (O’Brien 1990: 2). Logging alters habitats by using silvicultural practices aimed at increasing and sustaining high wood production for saw timber. These practices include cutting large trees, adopting rotation periods of 60–80 yr, and removing all dead, dying, and deformed trees. Grazing reduces grass cover and plant litter and both enhances survival of pine seedlings (because dense grass inhibits pine growth) and reduces frequency of fire by reducing flammable ground cover. Because periodic, cool ground fires maintain character of natural ponderosa woodlands, fire history of a particular landscape affects its suitability for Pygmy Nuthatches. Severe crown fires that follow decades of fire suppression (thus indirectly human-caused even if instigated by lightning) destroy hundreds of hectares of standing timber and thus negatively affect Pygmy Nuthatches by reducing or eliminating sources of food and shelter (Brawn and Balda 1988b).

Disturbance at nest and roost sites

Typically very tolerant of disturbances at the nest during incubation and nestling periods. No information on nonbreeding roost-hole behavior.

Direct human/research impacts

Generally tolerant to most forms of researcher impacts such as nest checks, nest observation, etc. (Brokaw 1893, Jones 1930, CKG).
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Conservation status

Pygmy Nuthatch serves as an indicator of forest health of ponderosa-pine forests (Diem and Zeveloff 1980). Idaho, Wyoming, and Colorado list Pygmy Nuthatch as a Species of Special Concern, based on its status as an indicator species (Webb 1985, Clark et al. 1989, Luce et al. 1997). Certain regions of the U.S. Forest Service list Pygmy Nuthatch as Sensitive (S. Williams pers. comm.), but Colorado Natural Heritage Program classifies it as S5—very common, demonstrably secure (Blackshaw et al. 1994).

Health of population depends on availability of old-growth ponderosa pine (see above); majority of species’ U.S. habitat probably occurs in national forests, so that timber management by Forest Service has a major impact on the species, as is recognized by its Forest Service designation as “Sensitive.”

Logging, fire suppression, and grazing have altered ponderosa pine forests throughout the West. The original parklike forests with large, tall trees and lush, knee-high grasses have largely disappeared. Now most ponderosa forests have a mosaic of differently aged trees that contain a few scattered tall, old ponderosas, dense doghair thickets, and meager grass cover (Brawn and Balda 1988b) or closely spaced, intermediately aged trees with sparse, poor grass cover (HEK). Pygmy Nuthatches have, hypothetically at least, decreased in numbers due to fewer snags and a less heterogeneous woodland (Balda et al. 1983, Brawn and Balda 1988b).

Measures proposed and taken

Snag management and snag retention important. U.S. Forest Service needs to buttress its surveys of forest condition (originally designed to analyze for logging only) that tend to overlook habitat needs for species like Pygmy Nuthatch. The protocol needs redesigning so as to assess subtle habitat differences such as snag density and details of horizontal and vertical vegetation layers, conditions that current surveys do not measure (O’Brien 1990). U.S. Forest Service also needs to follow up on its designations of Pygmy Nuthatch as a Species of Special Concern. In “managed forests,” Forest Service should adopt snag (dead tree)-management policy that leaves sufficient nest trees. A recent recommendation suggests leaving a minimum of 7.4–12.3 large (48.3 cm) snags/ha (Clark et al. 1989), compared with older suggestions of 6.7 snags/ha (Balda 1975), 6.4/ha (Scott 1979), or 5–6/ha (Diem and Zeveloff 1980). The policy should also specify leaving culls and damaged trees that can provide future snags (Scott 1979). In addition, Occupational Safety and Health Admini-stration (OSHA) has regulations requiring removal of “danger trees” to protect loggers from the very real danger of working among often precarious snags. Coordination among OSHA, logging industry, and wildlife officials might engender regulations that both improve snag retention and result in better habitat for cavity-nesting birds and mammals.

Effectiveness of measures

U.S. Forest Service apparently has not changed snag-management policy; however current 5-yr cycle of Forest Plan revisions offer an op-portunity to adopt snag policies more suitable for wildlife.

