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SUMMARY OF KEY COMPONENTS FOR CONSERVATION OF THE
OLIVE-SIDED FLYCATCHER

The Rocky Mountain Region (Region 2) of the USDA Forest Service lists the olive-sided flycatcher (Contopus
cooperi) as a sensitive species. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service currently lists the olive-sided flycatcher as a
Species of Conservation Concern, and it has been included as a priority species for conservation on Watch Lists for
both Partners in Flight and the National Audubon Society. The primary basis for national concern is a 3.5 percent
annual decline based on the Breeding Bird Survey (1966-2004). In Region 2, the population appears relatively stable
overall. Breeding Bird Surveys, however, may not adequately quantify population trends because low densities and
high inter-route variability make trend estimates equivocal for this species, particularly in Region 2. In addition,
population variation may be correlated with forest dynamics, which may fluctuate over longer time spans than can be
accurately quantified by shorter-term survey data.

Olive-sided flycatchers are associated with forest openings and edges occurring in mature forests and following
natural and anthropogenic disturbances, such as tree fall gaps, fire, and logging. Essential components of olive-sided
flycatcher habitat include the juxtaposition of forest openings and mature forest, and the presence of snags. The scaling
of forest gap size resulting from disturbance may affect habitat suitability. Harvesting practices and fire management
can affect population dynamics and habitat suitability for olive-sided flycatchers. By altering frequency, severity,
spatial patterning, and other fire characteristics, fire management can affect the temporal and spatial dynamics of
olive-sided flycatcher habitat on national forests. In particular, the current emphasis on reducing fuel loads and fire
severity may negatively affect olive-sided flycatchers by creating even-aged and homogeneous stand conditions.
Although olive-sided flycatchers often breed in logged forests throughout their range, there is conflicting evidence
about the relative suitability of this habitat. Given their propensity for breeding in burned forests, the characteristics of
natural disturbance regimes can provide general guidelines for management until a better understanding of the effects
of particular logging practices on olive-sided flycatchers can be determined.
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INTRODUCTION

This assessment is one of many being produced to
support the Species Conservation Project for the Rocky
Mountain Region (Region 2; Figure 1) USDA Forest
Service (USFS). The olive-sided flycatcher (Contopus
cooperi) is the focus of an assessment because it is
listed as a sensitive species for Region 2. In the National
Forest System, a sensitive species is a plant or animal
whose population viability is identified as a concern by
a Regional Forester because of significant current or
predicted downward trends in abundance or in habitat
capability that would reduce its distribution [FSM
2670.5 (19)]. A sensitive species may require special
management, so knowledge of its biology and ecology
is critical.

This assessment addresses the ecology and
management of the olive-sided flycatcher throughout
its range, but with an emphasis on Region 2. This

introduction defines the goal of the assessment,
outlines its scope, and describes the process used in
its production.

Goal of Assessment

Species conservation assessments produced as
part of the Species Conservation Project are designed
to provide forest managers, research biologists, and
the public with a thorough discussion of the biology,
ecology, conservation status, and management
considerations of certain species based on available
scientific knowledge. The assessment goals limit
the scope of work to critical summaries of scientific
knowledge, discussion of broad implications of
that knowledge, and outlines of information needs.
The assessment does not seek to develop specific
management recommendations, but provides the
ecological background and conservation context upon
which management must be based. The focus is on the
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consequences of changes in the environment that result
from management (i.e., management implications).
Furthermore, it cites management recommendations
proposed elsewhere and examines the success of
recommendations that have been implemented.

Scope and Limitations of Assessment

The olive-sided flycatcher assessment examines
the biology, ecology, conservation status, and
management of this species with specific reference to the
geographic and ecological characteristics of the Rocky
Mountain Region. Although a majority of the literature
on the species originates from field investigations outside
the region, this document places that literature in the
ecological and social context of the south-central Rocky
Mountains. Similarly, this assessment is concerned with
reproductive behavior, population dynamics, and other
characteristics of olive-sided flycatchers in the context
of the current environment rather than under historical
conditions. The evolutionary environment of the species
is, however, considered in conducting the synthesis, but
placed in current context.

In producing this assessment, I reviewed refereed
literature, non-refereed publications, research reports,
and data accumulated by resource management
agencies. Not all publications on olive-sided
flycatchers are referenced in the assessment, nor were
all published materials considered equally reliable. The
assessment emphasizes refereed literature, as this is the
accepted standard in science. Non-refereed literature
publications or reports were regarded with greater
skepticism, but were used when information was
otherwise unavailable.

Treatment of Uncertainty

Science represents a rigorous, systematic
approach to obtaining knowledge. Competing ideas
regarding how the world works are measured against
observations. However, because our descriptions of
the world are always incomplete and observations are
limited, science focuses on approaches for dealing with
uncertainty. A commonly accepted approach to science
is based on a progression of critical experiments to
develop strong inference (Platt 1964). However, it is
difficult to conduct experiments that produce clean
results in the ecological sciences. Often, we must rely
on observations, inference, good thinking, and models
to guide our understanding of ecological relations. In
this assessment, we note the strength of the evidence
for particular ideas, and we describe alternative
explanations where appropriate.

Publication of Assessment on the World
Wide Web

To facilitate the use of species assessments in the
Species Conservation Project, they are being published
on the Region 2 World Wide Web site. Placing the
documents on the Web makes them accessible to agency
biologists and the public more rapidly and easily than
publishing them as reports. More importantly, Web
publication facilitates revision of the assessment, which
will be accomplished based on guidelines established
by Region 2.

Peer Review

Assessments  developed for the Species
Conservation Project have been peer-reviewed prior
to release on the Web. This report was reviewed
through a process administered by the Society for
Conservation Biology, employing two recognized
experts on this or related taxa. Peer review was
designed to improve the quality of communication
and increase the rigor of the assessments.

MANAGEMENT STATUS AND
NATURAL HISTORY

Management Status

At the national level, both federal management
agencies and national conservation organizations have
listed the olive-sided flycatcher as a sensitive species
or species of concern. It was initially a candidate for
federal Category 2 species under the Endangered
Species Act (Altman and Sallabanks 2000), and the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) currently lists
it as a Species of Conservation Concern (U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service 2002). The olive-sided flycatcher has
been included as a priority species for conservation
on Watch Lists for both Partners in Flight (PIF;
Carter et al. 1996) and the National Audubon Society
(National Audubon Society 2002). The Natural
Heritage Program ranks this species as a G4 (global
heritage status); this rank applies to species that
are widespread, uncommon, with possible long-term
concerns although apparently secure (>100 occurrences;
>10,000 individuals; http://www.cnhp.colostate.edu/
heritage.html). The primary basis for national concern
is a 3.5 percent (n = 789, P <0.001) annual decline
based on the Breeding Bird Survey (1966-2004;
http://www.mbr-pwrc.usgs.gov/bbs).

The status of olive-sided flycatchers varies
regionally, in part because of variation in population




trends. In2002, the USFWS developed a comprehensive,
national assessment that was designed to identify
and prioritize birds that are of conservation concern
(excluding species already classified as threatened or
endangered), thereby stimulating and coordinating pro-
active conservation among Federal, State, and private
cooperators (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2002).
Species were evaluated at multiple scales and the
criteria for inclusion were based on the PIF evaluation,
including population threats, distribution, abundance,
and area importance (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
2002). The olive-sided flycatcher was listed as a bird
species of conservation concern for the following
USFWS Bird Conservation Regions: northern Pacific
forests, Sierra Nevada, Atlantic northern forests, and
Appalachian Mountains (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
2002). Likewise, the olive-sided flycatcher is listed
as conservation priority in USFWS administrative
Regions 1 (Pacific), 4 (southeast), and 5 (northeast).
The olive-sided flycatcher was not listed on the two Bird
Conservation Regions corresponding to Region 2 (i.e.,
the northern and southern Rocky Mountains) apparently
because BBS data indicate the populations are stable in
this region. Although initially listed for USFWS Region
6 (mountain-prairie), which corresponds to USFS
Region 2 (U.S. Fish and Wildlife 1995), the olive-sided
flycatcher was not listed in the more recent assessment
for this Region (U.S. Fish and Wildlife 2002).

USFS Region 2 designated the olive-sided
flycatcher as a sensitive species (Finch 1992), but this
species is not currently designated as sensitive for any
other USFS region. Within Region 2, both Colorado
and Wyoming PIF (the primary breeding areas of

olive-sided flycatchers in this region) have special
designations for olive-sided flycatchers (Table 1).
The Wyoming PIF prioritization plan lists olive-sided
flycatchers as Level II priority, in which monitoring
is the primary recommendation (Nicholoff 2003). In
the Colorado Partners in Flight Conservation Plan, the
olive-sided flycatcher is listed a priority species in the
spruce-fir habitat (Beidleman 2000).

Existing Regulatory Mechanisms,
Management Plans, and Conservation
Strategies

As with other neotropical migrant birds, olive-
sided flycatchers are broadly protected under the federal
Migratory Bird Treaty Act (1918), the National Forest
Management Act (1976), and the Neotropical Migratory
Bird Conservation Act (2000). Currently, there are
no federal regulatory provisions or management
plans that specifically address olive-sided flycatcher
conservation. As noted above, olive-sided flycatchers
have been designated a sensitive species within
Region 2, primarily because of concerns over possible
declines. To assure their conservation needs are met on
National Forest System lands, sensitive species ideally
receive special emphasis in planning and management
activities. Currently, no monitoring or planning
activities by USFS within Region 2 specifically target
olive-sided flycatchers.

The USFS has identified general management
guidelines for olive-sided flycatcher for the Interior
Columbia River Basin (Wisdom et al. 2000). Based
primarily on general habitat affinities and habitat

Table 1. Management status of olive-sided flycatchers for states with published Partners in Flight Bird Conservation
Plans. States occurring in USDA Forest Service Region 2 are in bold print.

State Status Citation
Colorado Priority for spruce/fir Beidleman 2000
Wyoming Priority I1 Nicholoff 2003
Arizona Priority species for mixed conifer and pine forests Latta et al. 1999
Alaska Priority species for southeast and central regions Andres 1999
California Priority II, Bird species of special concern Robinson and Alexander
Focal species for coniferous forest and Sierra Nevada conservation plans 2002; Siegel 1999
Based on 4.1 percent western Breeding Bird Survey decline and low productivity
Idaho High priority breeding species for high-elevation mixed conifer Ritter 2000
Nevada Priority bird species for coniferous forest Neel 1999
Oregon/ East slope Cascade: Focal species for mixed conifer Altman 2000a
Washington Northern Rocky Mountains: focal species for mesic mixed conifer Altman 2000b

Western Coniferous Forests: early seral

Utah Not a priority species

Altman 1999b
Parrish et al. 2002




trends, the emphasis of these guidelines is to accelerate
the development of both early successional forests
resulting from fire and silvicultural practices and of old-
forest conditions. The juxtaposition of early and late
seral stages is recommended. Several PIF management
plans have provided similar guidelines. The Wyoming
and Colorado PIF plans highlight the benefits of
stand-replacement fires and other disturbances (e.g.,
blowdowns, insect outbreaks); beaver creation of forest
openings, ponds, and tall snags; and snag retention
following severe disturbances (Beidleman 2000,
Nicholoff 2003). The most specific recommendations
are outlined in the Pacific Northwest PIF management
plans and are primarily related to fire and timber
management practices (Altman 2000a, b). It is unclear
how the specific recommendations (e.g., over 2 percent
of landscape as post-fire and over 40 percent of post-
fire landscape as unsalvaged; Altman 2000b) were
determined and the validity of these recommendations
needs to be evaluated empirically.

Existing federal regulations (e.g., 1995 Federal
Wildland Fire Management Policy), programs and
planning (e.g., National Forest Plans, Healthy Forest
Initiatives, Cohesive Strategies), because of the
emphasis on reduction in fire severity, contrast with
olive-sided flycatcher management recommendations.
Low-severity fires have less potential to create forest
gaps (i.e., post-fire tree mortality is low) than high-
severity fires, and consequently, will less likely benefit
this species (Hutto 1995, Kotliar et al. 2002).

In addition to federal regulations, the USFS
practice of post-fire salvage logging may be detrimental
to the olive-sided flycatcher because it reduces snag
availability. Additionally, salvage logging could
potentially alter microclimate conditions, which in turn
could alter prey availability. However, the effects of
salvage logging and the relative suitability of prescribed
vs. wildland fire for breeding olive-sided flycatchers are
poorly understood.

Biology and Ecology

Systematics

The olive-sided flycatcher is a relatively large
member of the Tyrannidae family, averaging 18 to 20
cm in length and weighing 32 to 37 g (Altman and
Sallabanks 2000). Tyrannus borealis (Swainson and
Richardson 1832) was the earliest accepted scientific
name for this species although Nuttall (1831) described
and named it 7. cooperi three months earlier (American
Ornithologists’ Union 1998). The genus name was

subsequently changed to MNuttallornis (American
Ornithologists” Union 1957), and more recently to
Contopus (American Ornithologists” Union 1983). The
species name was briefly changed to mesoleucus before
reverting to borealis, but was most recently changed
to cooperi, reflecting Nuttall’s original nomenclature
(American Ornithologists’ Union 1998).

The olive-sided flycatcher is generally considered
a monotypic species because it varies relatively
little in plumage or size across a broad geographic
range (Altman and Sallabanks 2000). Currently,
two subspecies are recognized. Confopus cooperi
marjorinus, which breeds from southern California to
northern Baja California, is distinguished by its slightly
larger size and darker underparts. Contopus c. cooperi
breeds throughout the rest of North America (Altman
and Sallabanks 2000).

Distribution and abundance
Global distribution

The olive-sided flycatcher breeds widely across
boreal forests of Canada and the northern United
States, extending south along riparian, montane, and
subalpine forests of the Rocky Mountains, Sierra
Nevada Mountains, and in isolated areas in southern
California and northern Baja (Figure 2; Altman and
Sallabanks 2000). On the western coast, the range
extends from Baja California to northern Alaska (Kessel
and Gibson 1978). The northern portion of the breeding
range spans Canada from the Yukon Territory (Altman
and Sallabanks 2000) to Quebec (Sequin 1996), south
to Nova Scotia (Altman and Sallabanks 2000) and
Ontario (Cheskey 1987), extending farther north in the
western portion of their range. In the eastern United
States, the breeding range reaches south into central
Minnesota, the northern parts of Michigan (Evers 1991)
and Wisconsin, and throughout the New England states
(Altman and Sallabanks 2000) to northern New York
(Peterson 1988). In the west-central regions of the
United States, this species occurs south across much
of Idaho and Utah (Altman and Sallabanks 2000);
western Montana (Bergeron et al. 1992), Wyoming, and
Colorado (Jones 1998); northwestern New Mexico, and
eastern Arizona (Altman and Sallabanks 2000).

According to the BBS summer distribution map
for North America (Figure 3), olive-sided flycatchers
reach peak densities (number of birds per route) in
the Sierra Nevada and Cascade mountains of northern
California and southwestern Washington. Smaller
regional density peaks occur along portions of the
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Figure 2. Map of the breeding and wintering distribution of the olive-sided flycatcher in North America. The figure is modified from
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Figure 3. Breeding Bird Survey map showing breeding range and peak abundance of olive-sided flycatchers in North
America as estimated from BBS route data from 1994-2003 (Sauer et al. 2005).

Rocky Mountains, including areas in north-central
Colorado, eastern Idaho/western Montana, and central
British Columbia.

The principal wintering range of olive-sided
flycatchers is in northern portions of South America and
along the Andean Mountains (Figure 2; Ridgely and
Tudor 1994). They are also reported from the Guianas
(Paytner 1995), southeastern and Amazonian Brazil
(Willis et al. 1993), Costa Rica, Trinidad, Venezuela
(Ridgely and Tudor 1994), Belize, and Guatemala.
Occasionally, olive-sided flycatchers have been
observed wintering in southern Mexico and southern
California (Altman and Sallabanks 2000).

Regional distribution and abundance

Within Region 2, olive-sided flycatchers are
largely restricted to forested areas of the Rocky
Mountains in Colorado and Wyoming (Figure 2;
Johnsgard 1986, Andrews and Righter 1992, Jones
1998). They occur less frequently in the Black Hills
area of South Dakota and Wyoming (Tallman et al.
2002). The San Juan, Rio Grande, Uncompahgre,
Gunnison, Grand Mesa, San Isabel, Pike, White River,

Arapaho/Roosevelt, Routt/Medicine Bow, Shoshone,
Bighorn, and Black Hills national forests all include
potential breeding and migratory habitat for olive-sided
flycatchers. Surveys conducted by Rocky Mountain
Bird Observatory (RMBO; 1998-2005) detected olive-
sided flycatchers at all Colorado and Wyoming national
forests except for the Black Hills (RMBO unpubl. data,
Panjabi 2005). Regionally, BBS data indicate that
peak densities roughly follow the Continental Divide
throughout Colorado (Figure 3); much of this area is
under the jurisdiction of the USFS (Figure 1, Figure
2). Some of the highest densities indicated by BBS data
occur in north-central Colorado, including portions of
the Routt, White River, and Arapaho/Roosevelt national

forests (Figure 1, Figure 3).

Colorado

Olive-sided flycatchers breed in forests (Figure
4) between 2,135 to 3,350 m elevation (Jones 1998).
Peak densities based on BBS data closely correspond
to the distribution of spruce/fir forests (Figure 4).
This species is generally absent from intermountain
parks and the eastern plains (Figure 4; Jones 1998).
Out of 28 Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas blocks, they

12



[ | Aspen

I Spruce-fir
1 Douglas Fir
I Lodgepole Pine
[ ] Limber Pine
[] Ponderosa Pine
] Blue Spruce
] White Fir
I Juniper Woodland
] Pinyon-Juniper
Bristlecone Pine
[ Mixed Conifer
[ Mixed Forest
D State Boundary
"] Counties

Mean no. birds/route

@ >¢

O >3-6

@ 1-29

QO o0.01-0.99

Qo

P o BT 3 TR

Figure 4. Map of forest types (http://csfs.colostate.edu/foresttypes.htm) and olive-sided flycatcher abundance based
on 1966-2004 Breeding Bird Survey data for Colorado. Only routes overlapping forested areas are included; all non-

forest BBS transects lacked olive-sided flycatcher detections.

are confirmed breeders in 12 blocks and probably
breeders in three additional blocks (Kingery 1998).
The Colorado atlas map corresponds closely to the
BBS distribution map. A notable discrepancy among
these maps is in the extreme southwest and northwest
corners of Colorado; the BBS map indicates olive-
sided flycatchers occur at low densities (Figure 2),
whereas the Atlas map shows few occurrences. In
this region of the state, olive-sided flycatchers may
occasionally occur in localized habitats (e.g., along
riparian corridors) in areas otherwise dominated by
generally unsuitable shrub-steppe or grassland cover
types. In contrast, the Colorado Gap Analysis models
predicted the occurrence of olive-sided flycatchers
across much of the state. Much of the predicted habitat
occurs in the eastern plains and does not correspond
to published distribution maps (Andrews and Righter
1992) or the Colorado Atlas (Kingery 1998), because of
the inclusion of unlikely habitat affinities (e.g., shrub-
dominated cover types) in the GAP models. Although,

the Colorado Gap distribution map does not currently
provide reliable predictions of potential olive-sided
flycatcher habitat, these models are being revised
through a joint effort by the USFS, USFWS, and the
Wyoming Natural Diversity Database.

Wyoming

Less information is available on the breeding
distribution of olive-sided flycatchers in Wyoming.
They reportedly occur from ~2300 m to treeline.
Wyoming Breeding Bird Atlas data indicate that
olive-sided flycatchers are confirmed breeders in 11
atlas blocks and suspected breeders in seven blocks
(Cerovski 2004). They were observed (any season) in
four of the remaining nine blocks.

The Wyoming Gap Analysis indicates potential
habitat that closely follows the distribution of
Rocky Mountain forests (Figure 1, Figure 5; http:
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Figure 5. Modeled potential suitable breeding habitat for olive-sided flycatchers in Wyoming. The figure is modified

from the Wyoming Gap Analysis.

/Iwww.sdvc.uwyo.edu/wbn/gap.html). The Shoshone
National Forest is included in the largest area of potential
habitat, which occurs in northwestern Wyoming. The
Bighorn and Medicine Bow national forests cover a
large proportion of potential olive-sided flycatcher
habitat in the north-central and southern portions of the
state, respectively. A small, isolated area of potential
habitat occurs in the Wyoming Black Hills. However,
this area appears to support few if any olive-sided
flycatchers; this species was not detected along four
point-transects surveyed by RMBO during the breeding
seasons between 2001 and 2004 (Panjabi 2005).

South Dakota/Nebraska/Kansas

There is limited published information on olive-
sided flycatchers breeding or migrating in the Great
Plains. They are rarely observed during migration
(Tallman et al. 2002). There are a few breeding season
observations in the Black Hills of South Dakota (Tallman
et al. 2002), but no published records documenting
nesting birds. Surveys on the South Dakota portion
of the Black Hills National Forest failed to detect any
olive-sided flycatchers during breeding season surveys
of 26 point-transects in 2001-2004 (Panjabi 2005).

Outside of the Black Hills, there is limited potential
habitat in this area.

Regional discontinuities in distribution and
abundance

In Region 2, potential olive-sided flycatcher
habitat is discontinuous as a result of the dissected
nature of forests in the central Rocky Mountains (Knight
and Reiners 2000). The ponderosa pine forests in the
Black Hills of Wyoming have the greatest likelihood of
creating population isolation because the area is small
and isolated from large contiguous areas of forest by
arid grasslands and shrublands. However, the Black
Hills region of Wyoming does not appear to support
many breeding olive-sided flycatchers. Additional
relatively isolated forests occur in north-central
Wyoming, including the Bighorn National Forest, and
in southeastern Wyoming, including portions of the
Medicine Bow National Forest.

The degree to which the isolated areas of potential
habitat create population isolation is unknown. Despite
the availability of apparently suitable habitat, the lack
of detectable breeding populations in the Black Hills
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suggests that isolation may constrain immigration rates.
On the other hand, the long distances traveled during
migration, the ability of birds to colonize new burns
rapidly, the large territory sizes, and the lack of strong
population differentiation across its range suggest that
this species may range widely enough to offset isolating
effects of disjunct, forested habitats.

Population trends

Historical information on olive-sided flycatcher
population trends is largely anecdotal. By the late
1800’s and early to mid 1900’s, range contractions
were noted across southern New England and the Mid-
Atlantic States (Brewster 1906, Bent 1942). Population
declines were reported for Nova Scotia in the later
part of the 20" century (Tufts 1986) and across the
Appalachian Mountains (Williams 1976, Buckelew and
Hall 1994). It has been suggested that reforestation, fire
suppression, population declines of beaver, and human
developments may have reduced habitat availability in
many areas of New England and the Mid-Atlantic states
(Peterson and Fitchel 1992).

There is also anecdotal evidence of population
declines in the western United States. In King’s Canyon
National Park, California, Marshall (1988) observed
olive-sided flycatchers in the 1930°s but not in the
1980’s and noted the absence of olive-sided flycatchers
from apparently suitable habitat. He suspected that their
absence was due to logging of Sequoia National Forest
and habitat loss on the wintering grounds, although
other potential factors, such as fire suppression and
forest regrowth, were not considered (Marshall 1988).

Recent breeding range expansions and stable
populations have also been noted. In eastern North
America, olive-sided flycatchers are believed to be
more widespread in Vermont (Fitchel 1985), the
Maritime Provinces of Canada (Erskine 1992), and
Quebec (Sequin 1996). The ranges of the olive-sided
flycatcher for several states in the East are apparently
stable based on breeding bird atlas data (Altman and
Sallabanks 2000).

The BBS provides the most quantitative
assessment of range-wide and regional population
trends  (http://www.mbr-pwrc.usgs.gov/bbs).  From
1966 through 2004, BBS trend analysis indicates
survey-wide annual declines of 3.5 percent (P <0.001, n
= 789). Likewise Canada (-3.5 percent) and the United
States (-3.6 percent) have negative trend estimates for
the same period (Sauer et al. 2005). Annual declines
translate into a 75 percent decline in population over

four decades of the survey. In the western United States,
the trends are largely negative, except for portions of the
central and southern Rocky Mountains where there are
no significant trends (Figure 6). However, in Region 2,
only Colorado had a sufficient number of routes (n = 46)
to assess population trends; Colorado had no significant
trends between 1966 and 2004. Outside of the Pacific
Northwest and Southwest, however, regional trend
estimates for this species are generally unreliable due to
deficiencies of the data (http://www.mbr-pwrc.usgs.gov/
bbs/cred.html). Overall, the relatively long-term,
broad-scale, and consistent declines estimated by BBS
data strongly suggest that the olive-sided flycatcher
is declining across much of its principal breeding
range. The declining trends detected by BBS routes in
California is corroborated by significant declines in the
number of olive-sided flycatcher captures and detections
during spring and fall migration at the Farallon Islands,
California, over a 25-year period (Pyle et al. 1994).

There are a number of caveats, however, regarding
the use of BBS trend estimates to establish conservation
priorities for olive-sided flycatchers. First, the number
of birds detected is low for most routes, particularly in
Region 2. The average number of birds per route is 1.41
range-wide. It is higher in the Cascade (5.36 birds per
route) and Sierra Nevada mountains (14.55 birds per
route), but averages only 0.94 birds per route in USFWS
Region 6, which corresponds to USFS Region 2.

Another potential challenge in interpreting
declining trends is that the dynamics of olive-sided
flycatcher populations may track processes that fluctuate
over time spans longer than the four-decade duration of
the BBS survey. When examining BBS data at the route
level, multiple trajectories of population change are
suggested by the considerable variation in population
trends among routes and the lack of a single dominant
pattern of decline. Although many routes show
declining trends, many others show highly variable
numbers and lack overall trends, and some routes show
increasing trends. Additionally, some routes increased
in the first two or three decades of the survey, followed
by subsequent declines. The recent significant declines
in some regions may simply reflect short-term (e.g., less
than 50 years) habitat dynamics, and not a longer-term
declining trend.

One possible explanation for such apparent
population variation is that forest dynamics, and in
turn, habitat availability, vary over several decades
or centuries. Olive-sided flycatchers use both early
successional forests and old-growth forests, but
intermediate successional stages (e.g., dense even-aged
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Figure 6. Population trend map for olive-sided flycatchers, based on Breeding Bird Survey trend analysis 1966-2003

(Sauer et al. 2005).

sapling-pole or mature forests) are generally not suitable.
Consequently, regional shifts in logging practices or
decadal-scale fluctuations in fire occurrence could
create local or regional variation in habitat availability,
without necessarily leading to a net decline in habitat. If
habitat availability does indeed fluctuate over multiple
decades, the patterns detected could also be sensitive
to the timing of transect initiation. Indeed, more than
50 percent of BBS transects with olive-sided flycatcher
detections were surveyed for less than 25 years. Thus,
the duration of surveys for many, if not most, transects
may be too short relative to the shifting availability of
habitat resulting from long-term forest dynamics (both
natural and anthropogenic) to distinguish between long-
term declines and population variation.

Legacies of historical anthropogenic disturbance
can affect current habitat availability and dynamics. An
illustration of olive-sided flycatcher habitat dynamics at
large spatial and temporal scales is provided by a model
developed for the 61,000,000 ha Interior Columbia
Basin. The analysis indicates that overall availability
of potential habitat has not changed since the mid-
1800°s; however, the distribution of habitat across the

landscape has shifted (Wisdom et al. 2000). In Sierra
Nevada Mountains, where olive-sided flycatchers reach
peak densities, timber production from national forests
reached a peak in the late 1970’s, and has subsequently
declined by two-thirds (University of California 1996,
Gruell 2001). Forest trend analysis for Douglas-fir
fir forests of northwestern California predicted a
decline in potential olive-sided flycatcher habitat from
historical to future time periods (Raphael et al. 1988);
their predictions were based on a logging rotation
of 100 years, assuming 20 percent of the landscape
in the sapling stage at a particular time period. They
predicted a shift in dominance from mature forests
(over 100 years old) to the pole/sawtimber stage, which
is generally not suitable for olive-sided flycatchers.
In New England, an increase in forest cover since the
late 1800’s (Lorimer 2001), and concomitant decrease
in forest edges and openings, could contribute to
declines that have also been attributed to wetland and
forest conversion resulting from human developments
(Gross 1992). In many areas of the Rocky Mountains,
anthropogenic disturbance, including intensive logging
and severe fires set by humans during Euro-American
settlement in the late nineteenth century, contributes to
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the structure (e.g., stand age, fuel loadings, landscape
heterogeneity) of existing forests (Veblen and Lorenz
1991, Smith 2000).

Given the potential problems with BBS data,
there is a high level of uncertainty about the reliability
of the BBS trends for olive-sided flycatchers. Indeed,
a 75 percent survey-wide decline, as predicted by
BBS results, is usually viewed as grounds for possible
endangerment (Dunn 2002) and would be expected
to result in other indications of dramatic population
changes, such as range contractions or a significant
decrease in the average number of birds/route, yet there
is no evidence of such changes. Particularly for species,
such as olive-sided flycatcher, with low densities and
highly variable abundance data, BBS declining trends
should be used to identify species of concern and to
target additional monitoring so that the validity of the
patterns can be independently evaluated (Dunn 2002).
Although BBS trends are the primary justification for
designation of olive-sided flycatchers as a sensitive
species, such declines should not be used as the only
basis for justifying immediate intervention to prevent
further declines (Dunn 2002).

Population data for olive-sided flycatchers
on the wintering grounds is lacking (Altman and
Sallabanks 2000). Although it is frequently suggested
that declining trends on the breeding grounds may
be due to loss of habitat on the wintering grounds,
habitat changes have not been quantified. Because
olive-sided flycatchers use second-growth forest and
edges in the winter, forest logging in the tropics does
not necessarily translate into habitat loss (Altman and
Sallabanks 2000). Thus, population status on wintering
grounds needs further research.

Movements
Home range

Although data on daily movement patterns during
the breeding season are limited, territories can be quite
large and movements within territories may exceed
1 km (Wright 1997). Once the young have fledged,
family groups may remain on territory, but birds nesting
at higher elevations may move to lower elevations
(Altman and Sallabanks 2000).

Migration

Olive-sided flycatchers have the longest migration
route of any North American flycatcher (Murphy 1989).

The chief migratory route of olive-sided flycatchers is
through forested areas of Central America, Mexico,
and western North America (Bent 1942). Olive-sided
flycatchers are most common during migration along
western North and Central America (Bent 1942).
They are uncommon through the mid-western and
southeastern United States (Duncan 1988). However,
records from Florida (Duncan 1988) and along the Gulf
Coast indicate a possible trans-gulf migration route to
Central America (Altman and Sallabanks 2000).

Migration routes and the timing of migration vary
based on geographic location and elevation (Altman
and Sallabanks 2000). In northern breeding grounds,
such as Alaska (Kessel and Gibson 1978) and Canada
(Campbell et al. 1997), fall migration begins in early
August (Altman and Sallabanks 2000). Migrants are
commonly observed in mid-August to late September
across middle latitude states (Altman and Sallabanks
2000). Most individuals have departed breeding
grounds by late September. Migrants generally arrive in
wintering grounds from early September to November
(Monroe 1968, Paynter 1995). Olive-sided flycatchers
typically depart wintering grounds for spring migration
between late March and early May (Bent 1942, Johnson
1980, Paynter 1995) and arrive on breeding grounds
between mid-April to mid-June (Altman and Sallabanks
2000). In Region 2, migration begins in late April and
peaks in late May (Andrews and Righter 1992). In
Colorado, records of arrival are about a week earlier
than those reported for Wyoming and have slightly later
departure dates in the fall (Johnsgard 1986).

Habitat
Breeding habitat

Olive-sided flycatchers are generally restricted
to coniferous or mixed-coniferous forests. Throughout
their breeding range, they primarily occur in montane,
subalpine, and boreal forests. In addition, they often
occur along wooded shores of lakes, rivers, and bogs
where forest edges, variation in tree height, and standing
dead trees are found (Salt and Salt 1976, Kessel and
Gibson 1978, Cheskey 1987). This species is most often
associated with forest edges and openings caused by
natural or anthropogenic disturbances, including small
forest gaps resulting from tree death in old-growth
forests, or along the edges of early successional forests
(Peterson 1988, Altman and Sallabanks 2000). Olive-
sided flycatchers usually do not occur in closed canopy
forests and are uncommon in forests in the sapling-pole
or mature forest stages that lack gaps or edges. Thus,
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the juxtaposition of mature trees and forest openings is
an important habitat attribute (Brandy 2001, Kotliar et
al. 2002).

In Region 2, olive-sided flycatchers are more
commonly found at higher elevations in spruce/fir
forests, but they are less frequently observed in
aspen/mixed coniferous, ponderosa pine, riparian,
and occasionally pinyon/juniper forests (Andrews
and Righter 1992; Jones 1998). They are not usually
observed in mature lodgepole pine stands because
of the even-aged, closed canopy structure typical of
these forests.

Olive-sided flycatchers frequently nest in
early successional post-fire forests in all montane
and subalpine forest types (Hutto 1995, Altman and
Sallabanks 2000, Kotliar et al. 2002). In a review of 12
studies comparing severely burned and unburned forests
in the western United States, this species was much
more abundant or only observed in recently burned
forests (Kotliar et al. 2002). Likewise, a literature
review found that they were more abundant in early
post-fire communities of the northern Rocky Mountains
compared to any other major forest cover type (Hutto
1995). Olive-sided flycatchers are usually associated
with severely burned patches in which trees have died
resulting in forest gaps. Severe burns are most likely to
result from wildland fire, or escaped prescribed fire or
backfires, rather than prescribed understory burns.

In Region 2, recent severe burns created habitat
for nesting olive-sided flycatchers. In the Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem, including portions of the
Shoshone National Forest, this species was frequently
observed in the first two years following the 1988 fires
(Hutto 1995). In north-central Colorado, olive-sided
flycatchers were detected in 13 of 15 severe burns
(Kotliar and Melcher 1998); in particular, they were
detected most frequently along the edges of dead forest
patches compared to areas over 200 m on either side of
patch edges (Kotliar and Melcher 1998). More recently,
olive-sided flycatchers were observed breeding in
recent severe burns on the Arapaho/Roosevelt National
Forest (e.g., Hourglass 1995; Hi Meadow 2000) and
the Pike National Forest (e.g., Buffalo Creek 1996,
Turkey Creek 1997, Hi Meadow 2000, Hayman 2002,
N. Kotliar unpubl. data).

Other severe disturbances may provide important
habitat for olive-sided flycatchers. This species was
observed breeding in the recent 5,226 ha blowdown
on the Routt National Forest (Skorkowsky 2003). They
have also been observed using a variety of logged

forests in the northern Rocky Mountains (Hutto and
Young 1999) and in the Cascade Mountains (Altman
1998). Although their use of forests undergoing large
bark beetle outbreaks has not been documented, olive-
sided flycatchers will eat bark beetles (Otvos and Stark
1985). Subsequent high tree mortality (as in the current
beetle outbreaks in Region 2) may potentially create
olive-sided flycatcher habitat.

Nesting and foraging habitat

Olive-sided flycatcher nests are most commonly
found in live coniferous trees, but they sometimes
use conifers with brown needles (i.e., dead or dying)
(Altman 1998, Kotliar and Clouse 2000, Robertson
and Hutto 2007). In addition, they typically use
short-needled conifers [e.g., Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga
menziessi), hemlock (Tsuga heterophylla), true firs
(dbies), and spruce (Picea)] more frequently than
long-needled trees (e.g., ponderosa pine) (Kotliar and
Clouse 2000). Deciduous trees are not typically used
for nesting (Altman and Sallabanks 2000). Their nests
are loose, open-cup structures that are generally placed
on horizontal branches well out from the tree trunk
(Altman and Sallabanks 2000). Nests have been found
as low as 1.5 m and as high as 60 m; higher placement
heights are associated with taller trees in the western
mountain ranges of the United States (Altman and
Sallabanks 2000).

Olive-sided flycatchers typically forage in forest
openings, along edges, and over forest canopies. They
often use prominent perches, especially snags and dead-
topped trees (Wright 1997, Altman 1999a, N. Kotliar
unpubl. data). Males tend to forage from higher perches
and farther from the nest than females, which often
use understory perches (Altman 1998). Foraging bouts
are generally initiated from the upper third of trees or
snags regardless of sex (Altman 1999a, Altman and
Sallabanks 2000). Cool or windy weather may lead to
use of lower perches (Altman and Sallabanks 2000).

Migratory habitat

During migration, olive-sided flycatchers use a
greater diversity of forest types, such as lowland and
deciduous forests, than they use during the breeding
season. In Colorado, migrants occur in all types of
woodlands (Andrews and Righter 1992). One of the
highest elevations (3050 m) for olive-sided flycatcher
occurrence was recorded in Colorado (Altman and
Sallabanks 2000), although spring and fall migrants
are typically observed at much lower elevations
(Andrews and Righter 1992). Migrant birds in Mexico
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and northern Central America use pine-oak, evergreen,
and mixed deciduous forests (Altman and Sallabanks
2000). Occasionally, migrants occur at lower elevations
in Florida and the lowlands of Honduras (Monroe 1968)
and Costa Rica (Stiles 1994).

Wintering habitat

Olive-sided flycatchers also appear to use a
broad array of forest types (e.g., broad-leaved mature
evergreen forest) on their wintering grounds (Fitzpatrick
1980, Petit et al. 1995). Uncommon visitors in northern
Central America and Mexico have been observed
in pine-oak and semi-deciduous forest (Altman and
Sallabanks 2000). They typically occur along forest
edges and in openings with snags or scattered trees
above the canopy (American Ornithologists’ Union
1983, Stotz et al. 1992, Ridgely and Tudor 1994).
For example, in the Amazon River basin and Andes
Mountains of southern Peru, olive-sided flycatchers use
primary and secondary forest tree fall gaps or the edges
of water bodies (Robinson et al. 1988, Robinson et al.
1995). They primarily inhabit foothill and montane
forests (Robinson et al. 1988, Willis et al. 1993, Ridgely
and Tudor 1994, Stotz et al. 1996), typically between
1,000 and 2,000 m elevation, although occasionally
birds have been observed as low as 400 m (Venezuela)
and as high as 2290 m (Costa Rica) (Altman and
Sallabanks 2000).

Food habits

Olive-sided flycatchers are primarily aerial
insectivores (Eckhardt 1979), but they occasionally
glean insects from foliage (Melcher personal
communication 1998). The birds generally fly from
exposed perches to capture insects and will actively
pursue their prey (Altman and Sallabanks 2000). They
may eat smaller insects during flight whereas they will
beat larger prey again