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Summary

Two historic upland sandpiper (Bartramia longicauda) breeding sites on the La Grande District, Campbell
Flat and Marley Creek, were surveyed four times each to determine whether upland sandpipers were
present. No upland sandpipers were seen or heard during any of the surveys. Early summer habitat
quality was good (Marley) or excellent (Campbell Flat), but late summer habitat quality at both sites had
declined over the past 20 years, primarily due to the invasion of the annual grass, ventenata (Ventenata
dubia), replacing perennial grasses and native forbs.

Surveys have not been conducted in Pacific Northwest states in the last 15 years to assess the current
status of upland sandpiper populations, but reports of breeding records have been uncommon. Recent
population declines, local extinctions, or statewide extinctions are speculated to have occurred in
Oregon, Washington, and Idaho. These survey findings do confirm that there is no longer a breeding
population of upland sandpipers in the Starkey area. Given Oregon’s historically small and scattered
upland sandpiper population, the absence of nesting birds in the Starkey area may represent a local
extinction.



Introduction

The upland sandpiper is a USFS Region 6 sensitive neotropical migrant. Local and professional birders
have recently raised concerns over the status of the upland sandpiper in eastern Oregon. No confirmed
sightings have been documented on the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest in over 10 years. The small
breeding population of upland sandpipers in eastern Oregon has been the largest population west of the
Rocky Mountains. The purpose of this survey was to confirm whether upland sandpipers continue to
persist at known breeding sites in the Starkey Experimental Forest area. These historic breeding sites
were previously surveyed by me for several years in the 1990s.

Survey Protocol

Upland sandpiper surveys were conducted according to protocol described by Akenson and Schommer
(H.A. Akenson and T. Schommer. 1992. Upland sandpiper survey protocol for the Blue Mountains of
Oregon and Washington. Unpublished report to Wallowa Whitman National Forest, Baker City, OR. 26
pp.). Meadows and meadow edges were systematically searched by one or two people walking 50
meters from the forest edge and parallel transects 50-100 meters apart to cover the meadow. Surveyors
listened for upland sandpiper calls. In addition to the protocol, an electronic calling device was used at
100 meter intervals to elicit a response to recorded upland sandpiper courtship and alarm calls.
Binoculars were used to search treetops, fencepost, and meadows for perched or flying birds. Habitat
information was collected on plant associations, plant species composition, cover, and insect
abundance.

Upland sandpipers have historically used two sites on the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest in the
Starkey area. The Campbell Flat site is immediately east of Starkey Experimental Forest Headquarters
and the Marley Creek/McCarty Spring site is just north of Camp Elkanah, 2.5 miles apart. Each site was
surveyed four times from mid-May to late-July. Two surveys were done during the courtship period and
2 surveys during the post-hatching period, when likelihood of detecting birds was greatest. Each survey
was started at 0630 to 0700 in the morning, lasted 3-5 hours, and covered 500-600 acres of grassland.

Results

Upland Sandpipers. No upland sandpipers were detected, visually or by calls, during any of the 8 survey
days.

Habitat. Observations in May of vegetation at both Campbell Flat and Marley Creek suggested habitat
was favorable for upland sandpipers, but by July habitat conditions declined significantly when native
forbs were desiccated and non-native ventenata grass became the dominant vegetation cover.

Campbell Flat is a moist to dry meadow with seasonally saturated thin soils. The grassland is a
bluebunch wheatgrass/Idaho fescue plant association surrounded by mature stands of ponderosa
pine/snowberry or ponderosa pine/ldaho fescue plant associations. May (pre-nesting season) habitat
quality was excellent: 1) grass-forb structure had variable densities, soil moisture, and vegetation
heights in a patchy distribution, providing a range of sites for potential nesting and feeding, 2) plant
species diversity was high, 3) ponderosa pine edge provided ample perch sites on treetops. Ground



cover was 25% grass, 55% forbs, 15% litter. Species composition included Idaho fescue, prairie
junegrass, Sandburg bluegrass, bulbous bluegrass, blue camas, larkspur, biscuitroot, onion, prairie
smoke, mule’s ear. By late July, when juvenile upland sandpipers need abundant insect food, most plant
species had died or become dormant. Dried out ventenata, an invasive non-native annual grass, covered
up to 90% of the ground. Remaining vegetation cover was 5% native bunch grasses, and 5% live native
forbs, including yarrow, buckwheat, and balsamroot. Crickets and grasshoppers were a very abundant
potential food source in mid-July in areas with higher forb cover, but decreased substantially by late
July. The invasion of ventenata at Campbell Flat has significantly altered vegetation diversity, structure,
and habitat quality since the previous upland sandpiper surveys in the 1990s. No livestock grazing had
taken place yet this year.

The Marley area is mostly dry meadows, with some areas of seasonally saturated scablands or a spring
fed draw. The moist sites were the historic locations of breeding upland sandpipers. Like Campbell Flat,
the grassland is a bluebunch wheatgrass/lIdaho fescue plant association surrounded by mature stands of
ponderosa pine/ldaho fescue plant associations. Marley has a lower proportion of forb cover than
Campbell Flat, as was the case twenty years ago. May (pre-nesting) habitat quality was good: 1) grass-
forb sites had variable height and density, but proportionately less forb-dominated wetter areas than
Campbell Flat, 2) plant species diversity included grasses and forbs, but less forb species and ground
cover than Campbell Flat, 3) ponderosa pine edge provided ample perch sites on treetops. Ground cover
was 75% grass, 15% forbs, 6% litter. Dominant plant species in May were Idaho fescue, Sandburg
bluegrass, bluebunch wheatgrass, biscuitroot, onion, yellow lupine, and blue camas. By late July most
plants were dead or dormant; ventenata had up to 90% ground cover, Idaho fescue 9%, and live forbs
(lupine, buckwheat, yarrow, gumweed) less than 5%. Cricket and grasshopper density at Marley in July
was much lower than Campbell Flat. These insects were most abundant in high-density forb sites.
Ventenata has invaded these grasslands since surveys twenty years ago and has created a uniform
vegetation height and density that would not be beneficial to upland sandpipers for foraging or cover.

Discussion

The purpose of these surveys was to determine presence or absence of nesting upland sandpipers. The
cause of abandonment of these breeding sites could not be determined from this survey. There are a
variety of potential limiting factors that could affect upland sandpiper occupation of the Starkey area.
The upland sandpiper population in the Pacific Northwest states has historically been geographically
isolated from the primary breeding range in the central and northern Great Plains. The Northwest birds
have occurred in small scattered groups. These features make the Northwest population vulnerable to
local extinctions. Limited evidence suggests that Oregon, Washington, and Idaho upland sandpiper sites
have been abandoned in the last 15 years. Eastern states have also had recent population declines and
upland sandpipers are listed as state Threatened or Endangered Species in 16 states, including
Washington. Upland sandpipers are neotropical migrants, wintering in the pampas of South America.
Little is known about upland sandpiper survival during winter or migration. Local site-specific causes for
upland sandpiper breeding population declines or site abandonment are often attributed to significant
grassland habitat conversion — to crops or urbanization. Although not as extreme as cropland or
urbanization, the Starkey area has experienced recent habitat change with the replacement of native
bunchgrasses and forbs by ventenata. This simplified plant assemblage resulted in lower populations of
grassland insects — the primary food source for young upland sandpipers.



Conclusion

This survey confirms the concerns of Oregon birders and conservationist, that upland sandpipers no
longer use the historic breeding sites on the Wallowa Whitman National Forest. | surveyed many acres
of grassland on the Wallowa-Whitman in the 1990s to locate nesting upland sandpiper sites and only
identified these two. So these historic sites probably represent the best upland sandpiper habitat in the
area, making it unlikely that birds have moved to alternate sites. These birds have strong site fidelity, so
in the absence of a region-wide population increase, upland sandpipers will probably not recolonize the
Starkey area. They have likely been extirpated from the Starkey area.

Appendices

A) Maps of 2017 Upland Sandpiper Survey Sites: Al. Campbell Flat, A2. Marley

B) Maps of 1992 Upland Sandpiper Survey Sites with Sandpiper Locations: B1. Campbell Flat, B2.
Marley

C) Field data forms



Appendix Al.
Campbell Flat 2017 Upland Sandpiper Survey Site, Starkey Experimental Forest
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Appendix B1.
Campbell Flat 1991 Upland Sandpiper Survey Site with Sandpiper Locations, Starkey Exp. Forest
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Appendix B2.
Marley 1992 Upland Sandpiper Survey Site with Sandpiper Locations, Starkey Experimental Forest
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