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First Nesting Records of Lazuli Bunting (Passerina amoena)
in Grant County, New Mexico

Hope D. Woodward

P.O. Box 176, Gila, NM 88038.
E-mail: woodwardh@yahoo.com

In the western United States, the southern breeding range of Lazuli Bunting
(Passerina amoena) extends across northwestern Baja California, southern Cali-
fornia, southern Nevada, central Arizona, central New Mexico, and central
Texas (AOU 1998). In Texas, it was reported as a probable but rare breeder in
the northern Panhandle, with singing males in the Trans-Pecos region and the
Edwards Plateau with two nests reported in 1903 in Kerr County (Kostecke et
al. 2004). In Arizona, several sources document the Lazuli Bunting as a casual
late summer breeder along the San Pedro River and Arivaca (Wise-Gervais
2005, D. Krueper pers. comm.). In New Mexico, Hubbard (1978) notes that
Lazuli Bunting is “occasional in summer near Glenwood,” citing as dates June
and July 1968 and June 1972. Hubbard also says “casual near Cliff” and cites a
specimen taken in June 1927 in the Cincinnati Museum of Natural History.
None of these, however, are confirmed breeding records. Lazuli Bunting is
listed as a regular breeder in San Juan, Bernalillo, and Taos counties, with prob-
able breeding in Los Alamos and Rio Arriba counties (BISON-M). In far south-
western Hidalgo County, Lazuli Buntings are considered migrant or vagrant
species (Black 1997). Although Zimmerman (1995) cites that “Lazuli buntings
are uncommon residents that breed in the Gila National Forest,” he supports my
records for Grant County (Zimmerman pers. comm.). | document here the first
recorded nesting of Lazuli Buntings in Grant County, New Mexico, the farthest
south that this species has been reported nesting in NM.

In the Gila-Cliff Valley (32° 55' N, 108° 34' W, elev. 1360-1400 m) of Grant
County, New Mexico, during July and August 2000, | monitored five Lazuli
Bunting nests to determine nesting success. According to New Mexico orni-
thologists possessing a knowledge of state records for the area, these observa-
tions apparently constitute a regional first (S. Williams, D. Zimmerman, pers.
comm.), and represent the farthest south the species has been reported nesting in
New Mexico. Scott Stoleson (U.S.D.A. Northeastern Research Station) and
Roland Shook (Western New Mexico University) confirmed the Lazuli Bunting
nesting activity.

Since the summer of 2000, there have been no further reports or documenta-
tion of Lazuli Buntings nesting in the Cliff-Gila valley (2001-2005, K. Brod-
head pers. comm.). However, efforts to find Lazuli Bunting nests have not been
as robust as in previous years due to fewer field biologists working in the area
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and a narrowed focus of research efforts toward endangered species. Below |
summarize my Lazuli Bunting breeding observations for Grant County.

Nest site. Of the five nests found, the average nest height was 1.9 m (range
1.0-2.6 m) above the ground, while mean nest distance below the top of the nest
plant was 0.96 m (range 0.5-1.6 m). Several species of shrubs were used as
nest substrates: box elder (Acer negundo), hackberry (Celtis reticulata), soap-
berry (Sapindus saponaria), and canyon grape (Vitis arizonica). The mean nest
plant height was 2.92 m (range 1.6-3.8) and mean diameter at breast height
(dbh) was 3.66 cm (range 1.0-6.6). The majority of nests (80%) were located at
the edge of the patch (from 0.0 to 2.0 m; mean for all nests = 2.34 m; range 0.0-
6 m). Of these, two were in shrubs at the beginning slope of a small hill and
were well-shaded by hackberry and Goodding’s willow (Salix gooddingi) or
honey mesquite (Prosopis glandulosa). All successful nests (see below) were
well-shaded and camouflaged. The nest plant distance-to-water averaged 245.4
m (range 9—-600 m). All nests were placed in the vertical fork of a branch, sup-
ported by other branches of the same or neighboring plants.

Clutch size. Lazuli Buntings laid a mean of 3.4 eggs, ranging from 3 to 4
eggs per clutch. The earliest date that | first discovered eggs was 25 July and
the latest was 9 August. One Lazuli Bunting pair still had a viable egg in the
nest as late as 14 August (one egg, two nestlings). The latest date chicks were
last seen in the nest before fledging was 23 August (discovered fledged on 25
August). The last dates that viable eggs were discovered in three of the Gila-
CIliff Valley nests (8 Aug, 9 Aug, 14 Aug) well exceed by an average of two
weeks the last documented dates of eggs found in nests of second-brooded Laz-
uli Buntings (Greene et al. 1996). However, in comparison to the annual cycle
chart summarizing breeding information for Lazuli Bunting populations
throughout the entire range, the dates for eggs and nestlings appear to fall within
the “outlier” data (Greene et al. 1996). Phenology for Lazuli Buntings in New
Mexico may be similar to that in southeastern Arizona (Wise-Gervais 2005, D.
Krueper pers. comm.).

Nesting outcomes. | observed all five Lazuli Bunting nests until fledging or
failure. Of these, four were successful and one failed. The one nest failure was
located in an isolated soapberry sapling patch with poor cover (2 m distance to
both east and west edges and poorly developed canopy). After observing four
eggs in the nest on two occasions and finding it empty on the third, | speculate
that either the eggs or nestlings were depredated. None of the nests was parasi-
tized by Brown-headed Cowbirds (Molothrus ater).

Spacing / Territoriality. The approximate average distance between (C. and
M.conspecifics in one study site (n = 3) was 800 m, interspersed with successful
Blue Grosheak (Passerina caerulea) nests located approximately midway be-
tween Lazuli Bunting nests. The one Indigo Bunting nest located in the same
site was approximately 800 m from the closest Lazuli Bunting nest in habitat
dissimilar from the latter (taller canopy, little understory, evidence of cattle
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grazing, larger trees, no slopes). Although historically it was unusual to have both
these two ecologically very similar species breeding and co-occurring in the same
place, habitat alteration by colonists on the Great Plains created woody cover that
enabled both species to extend their ranges (Greene et al. 1996). Indigo and Lazuli
Buntings now co-exist, share songs, and occasionally hybridize (but defend inter-
specific territories) in the western Great Plains (Payne 1992:8) and central Texas
(Kostecke et al. 2004). Similarly, Greene et al. (1996) consider Lazuli and Indigo
Bunting co-existence and hybridization “extensive,” occurring in South Dakota,
Nebraska, Oklahoma, Colorado, Kansas, Wyoming, Utah, and recently in western
Montana, along the Alberta-British Columbia border, and California (Rowe and
Cooper 1997). In New Mexico, Indigo Buntings have increased their range since
populations first established in the state in the 1960s (Payne 1992, citing Hubbard
1978) and are now reported within Lazuli Bunting range (S.O. Williams pers.
comm.); there have been reports of hybrids in a number of places, including the Cor-
rales bosque (D. Krueper pers. comm.). This summer’s observations now defini-
tively document and add Grant County, New Mexico, to the list of places within
New Mexico where Lazuli and Indigo Buntings breed and co-occur. However,
more extensive study is needed to accurately document whether the two species hy-
bridize here.

Questions to consider. Many questions can be raised regarding why Lazuli
Buntings were documented in an area heretofore undocumented as breeders in 2000
in what is probably the second- or third-most heavily birded county in the state. It
would seem unlikely that they were overlooked in previous years. If indeed this was
their first nesting season in Grant County (and not just simply the first documenta-
tion), then it is germane to speculate why they appeared in this of all years. A possi-
ble explanation is that they opportunistically took advantage of suitable habitat,
which is speculated to occur throughout the western United States (D. Krueper pers.
comm.) Alternatively, it is plausible that fires earlier in the season (e.g., in Los Ala-
mos) or drought conditions on their breeding grounds to the north may have inter-
rupted or delayed their breeding cycle. With their nesting habitat destroyed or their
prey base inadequate, the Lazuli Buntings may have moved farther south in search
of suitable nesting habitat. Once found, they began either a first or second brood.
Certainly the dates given above for nests found with eggs bring up the question of
whether summer 2000’s observations represented second nesting attempts or de-
layed nesting. However, it is importation to note that Lazuli Buntings, in general,
tend to be a late migrant and to nest somewhat late; young were in a nest in Cedar
Crest (Bernalillo County) on 27 July 2000 (S.O. Williams pers. comm.). Also in NM
in 2000, there was late nesting by other species that was attributed to the onset of
rains in July and later, not to fires in the north. In 2002, Lazuli Buntings did not ap-
pear in mist nets of the MAPS station on the Gila River Farm until after 1 August
Fugagli, pers. comm.). Another hypothesis is that for some reason the Lazuli Bun-
tings delayed their departure from their wintering grounds and never even arrived on
their “customary” breeding grounds, stopping instead in the Cliff-Gila Valley at a
time when food resources were abundant. (Median passage dates vary from early
April in Texas to southern California; early to late May for the Great Basin includ-
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ing Wyoming, Colorado, and the Dakotas; to mid-June in Alberta, the northern ex-
tent of their range [Greene et al. 1996].) Certainly there were reports earlier in the
season of southwestern Willow Flycatchers (Empidonax traillii extimus) still on
their wintering grounds in Central America at a time when they normally are setting
up territories in the Gila-Cliff Valley (Stoleson, pers. comm.).

The significance of such a report may be more than an isolated incidence and
indicate a trend in species range expansion, perhaps related to global warming and
changes in distribution of resources. Although most reports of avian range expan-
sion in the temperate zone related to global warming concern species breeding north
of their historical range limits, other impacts could result in east-west and southerly
movement (Inkley et al. 2004, Root et al. 2003, Price and Glick 2002). It is interest-
ing to note that Greene et al. (1996, citing Hubbard 1978) cite northern New Mexico
as the southern distribution of Lazuli Buntings; by the 1998 publication date of the
AOU Checklist, this southern range boundary has extended southward to central
New Mexico.

Although the real reasons for this phenomenon may never be known, it points to
the importance of carefully recording and documenting observations and possible
breeding activity of neotropical migrants in non-traditional areas that may at the
time seem trivial or of no real importance at the time of sighting.
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Nesting Associations of Western Kingbird (Tyrannus verticalis) With Two
Buteo Species in the Estancia Valley of Central New Mexico

Jean-Luc E. Cartron
Department of Biology, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque NM 87131

Western Kingbirds (Tyrannus verticalis) are known to often share nest trees with
birds of other species (Gamble and Bergin 1996). In North Dakota, species they
associate with during nesting include two raptors, Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis)
and Swainson’s Hawk (B. swainsoni) (Konrad and Gilmer 1982). This note is to
report a similar pattern in the Estancia Valley of central New Mexico.

The Estancia Valley in Torrance and Santa Fe Counties (mean elevation = 1,890
m) is a topographically closed basin with pinyon (Pinus edulis) — juniper (Juniperus
monosperma) woodland on the lower surrounding slopes. The valley bottom sup-
ports a blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis)-dominated grassland with large numbers of
juniper typically clustered along small ridges or arroyos. Non-native trees consist
chiefly of elms (Ulmus), which occur as isolated trees, in rows along field edges, or
even in small groves.

During raptor surveys in early June 2005, occupied nests of three Ferruginous
Hawk pairs and two Swainson’s Hawk pairs were located. The surveys were limited
in scope and the nesting pairs that were discovered likely represented only a small
fraction of the total Estancia Valley nesting population of these two species (see
Cartron et al. 2002). Two of the three Ferruginous Hawk nests were in lone elm
trees surrounded by grassland. The third Ferruginous Hawk nest was on a wooden
pole fitted with a nesting platform for raptors, also in grassland. One of the two
Swainson’s Hawk nests was in a small grove of elm trees adjacent to an abandoned
building. The second nest was in a row of elm trees at the edge of a field. All three
Ferruginous Hawk nests had partly or fully feathered young (all observed on 3-6
June). The contents of the two Swainson’s Hawk nests could not be ascertained, but
a later visit to the first of the two nests (on 9 July) revealed two partially feathered
young (about 3-4 weeks old).

The two lone elms with Ferruginous Hawk nests also had Western Kingbird
nests, both with eggs. The Western Kingbird nests were located on different
branches from those supporting the Ferruginous Hawk nests. In one instance, Fer-
ruginous Hawk and Western Kingbird nests were situated at similar heights (about 2
m above ground); in the other, the nest of the Western Kingbird was 2 m above
ground while the Ferruginous Hawk nest was substantially higher (3.5 m above
ground). At the wooden pole nest site, the Ferruginous Hawk nest rested on the nest-
ing platform. The Western Kingbird nest was tucked underneath and even inside the
base of the Ferruginous Hawk nest.

No Western Kingbird nest was found in the two Swainson’s Hawk nest trees, but
occupied Western Kingbird nests were found in adjacent trees. At one location in
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particular, several pairs of Western Kingbirds nested in the same small grove used
by the Swainson’s Hawk pair.

Konrad and Gilmer (1982) reported 5 cases of nesting association between West-
ern Kingbirds and Swainson’s Hawks and 25 cases of nesting association between
Western Kingbirds and Ferruginous Hawks in North Dakota. Although based on a
limited number of observations (presented here), the same patterns of associations
appear to be true in the Estancia Valley.

Nesting associations between passerines and birds of prey have been at the center
of a long-standing discussion (e.g., Durango 1949, Ewins et al. 1994). It is not clear
whether passerines occasionally select the same nest sites as raptors owing to a lim-
ited availability of nest sites, or because they derive a benefit from the association
(enhanced protection from predators and/or increased availability of insect food). In
this study, Western Kingbirds had eggs at the time that Ferruginous Hawks were
raising older nestlings. Egg-laying for the three Ferruginous Hawks can be back-
dated to April using Palmer’s (1988) estimate of the species’ incubation period (i.e.,
32-33 days). The Swainson’s Hawk has an incubation period of 34-35 days
(Olendorff 1973, Fitzner 1980), indicating that one of the two observed nests of that
species (where young were later observed) had eggs by mid-May. The dates for nest
building of Western Kingbirds in the Estancia Valley have not been documented,
but range from 3 May through the first week of June in the Trans-Pecos area of
Texas (Gamble 1985). Thus, it appears that in the Estancia Valley Western King-
birds must have selected their nest sites much later than Ferruginous Hawks. Given
that Swainson’s Hawks may require 1-2 weeks to build their nest (Fitzner 1980), it
is likely (although not certain) that Western Kingbirds began nesting also after
Swainson’s Hawks.

Olendorff (1993) does not list the Western Kingbird among all documented prey
species of the Ferruginous Hawk (from 20 different studies). However, the Ferrugi-
nous Hawk does take birds as a small part of its diet, including in the Estancia Val-
ley (Cartron et al. 2004b). Meanwhile, the Western Kingbird has not been shown to
be a prey of the Swainson’s Hawk in New Mexico (see Pilz 1983, Bednarz 1988,
Cartron et al. 2004a), but birds can make up a large proportion of the species’ diet
(see England et al. 1997). Whether in the thin foliage of elm trees or directly under
the nest of a raptor, protection against the risk of predation appears less than opti-
mal. Yet, elm trees in particular occur in large numbers in the Estancia Valley, and
many of them were inspected without finding a Western Kingbird nest. This pattern
may indicate preferential nest selection of Western Kingbirds near Ferruginous
Hawk and Swainson’s Hawk nests rather than limited availability of nest sites.

Acknowledgments—I thank Bruce Neville and two anonymous reviewers, all of

whom provided very helpful comments and suggestions on a draft of this manu-
script.
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NEW MEXICO ORNITHOLOGICAL SOCIETY
44th ANNUAL MEETING
Saturday 20 May 2006

Airport University Inn
1901 University Blvd SE
Albuquerque. NM 97106 **

Registration: 8:30 — Noon
Business Meeting and Election of Officers: 9:00 — 9:50

Paper Sessions: 10:00 a.m. — Noon Chair — Dr. Blair Wolf
1:30 p.m. - 5:00 UNM Biology Dept.

Banquet: 6:30 p.m. Airport University Inn Ballroom
Featured Speaker: 8:00 p.m. Airport University Ballroom

Dr. Christopher Witt
Assistant Prof of Biology, and Curator Division of Birds, Museum of SW
Biology
“A Brief History of Hummingbird Evolution”

** The Airport University Inn offers NMOS attendees a discount, call 800 920
1901

Fees

: (Payable to NMOS), due 10 May 2004

# of registrations @ $10_ | # of student registrations @ $ 5
# of banquet reservations @ $ 25

Total enclosed

Name(s) and Affiliation(s)

Address

Phone Mail
to: Dr. Blair Wolf, UNM Biology, MSC03-2020, 1 University of New Mexico,
Albuquerque, NM 87131-0001
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NEW MEXICO ORNITHOLOGICAL SOCIETY
44 Annual Meeting
Saturday 20 May 2006

CALL FOR PAPERS

The 44™ Annual Meeting of the New Mexico Ornithological Society will be held
Saturday 20 May 2006 at the Airport University Inn, 1901 University Blvd SE,
Albuquerque, NM 87106. Oral presentations will we allotted 15 minutes, with an
additional five-minute period of questions. Papers may range from technical re-
ports of original research to general observations. Poster presentations are also
encouraged. Poster sizes should be no larger than 36” H X 48” W.

Please submit abstracts containing the following:
TITLE (in all capital letters) of no more than 20 words.

Names and addresses of author(s) in the following form:
Bear, V.L. and C. Finch, Dept. Ornithology, University of
Central New Mexico, Birdsville, NM 88666
Body of abstract as one single-spaced paragraph.

If at all possible, please email a copy of your abstract, including the entire abstract
in the body of the email, NOT as an attachment. This will prevent any problems

with incompatible word processing formats.
Email abstract on or before 14 April to: wolf@unm.edu ONLY if you do not have
access to email, you may mail a copy of the abstract, postmarked no later than 10
April to:
Dr. Blair Wolf
UNM Biology, MSC03-2020
1 University of New Mexico
Albuquerque, NM 87131-0001
The abstracts will be distributed at the meeting and will be published in the
NMOS Bulletin
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NMOS RESEARCH GRANT PROGRAM

The NMOS now offers two $1000 research grants each year to help support stu-
dent research on New Mexico birds. The criteria for the grants are:

1) the grant money must be spent while conducting research on birds in New
Mexico; and

2) the recipient must either present their findings at an annual NMOS Meeting or
submit an article on their research to the NMOS Bulletin.

A short research proposal (2 pages maximum), plus names of three references,
must be submitted describing the nature of the project and how the allocated funds
are to be spent (on gas, tape recording, specific equipment, etc.). Research propos-
als must be received by April 30, 2006. Priority will be given to student research
projects. Please submit your proposal to:

Dr. Roland Shook

Western New Mexico University
Silver City, NM 88061
(shookr@wnmu.edu).

2006 North American Migration Count
Call for Participants

The North American Migration Count (NAMC) is held each year on the 2nd Satur-
day of May, which this year is the 14th. The counts are conducted within a given
county. New Mexico generally has good coverage, but there are a few counties that
have not yet participated. If you would like to participate in an existing count,
please see the County Compiler. Compiler names are listed in the report of the
2004 NAMC in the previous issue of the Bulletin. Any changes to the compiler list
will be posted to the NMOS Website. To start a new count, please see the State
Compiler, Steve West, at wthrswift@carlsbadnm.com.
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REPORTING NEW MEXICO BIRD OBSERVATIONS

It is common knowledge that birders have added greatly to our understanding of
the bird life of New Mexico. In fact, birders now account for the majority of new data on
species distribution and field identification of North American birds generally. However,
unless field observations are properly documented and submitted for consideration, they
have no way of becoming part of the ornithological record. For New Mexico, bird records
are published seasonally in North American Birds, the American Birding Association’s
journal (now in its 56th year) dedicated to documenting the continent’s bird life, and subse-
quently in the NMOS Field Notes, published quarterly by the New Mexico Ornithological
Society.

Sandy Williams is New Mexico’s Regional Editor for North American Birds as
well as Editor of NMOS Field Notes; he also maintains the NMOS Archives, including all
written bird sighting submissions as well as the Photo-Tape File, which includes prints,
slides, audio tapes, video tapes, digital images, and compact disks. The year is divided into
four seasons (see below), and observers are asked to submit their records to Sandy promptly
at the close of each season. All submissions become part of the NMOS Archives; even if
all your reports are not published, they remain on file and available to future workers.

All New Mexico birders are encouraged to submit their sightings, especially of
uncommon species, nesting birds, and early, late, or out-of-range birds. Please submit your
records in taxonomic order and make sure all records include the date, exact location, num-
bers of birds, age and sex/color morph, if applicable, and the name(s) and contact informa-
tion (including e-mail address) of observer(s).

Please provide details for unusual records. Details are usually needed for sight-
ings of birds appearing in light-faced type in the NMOS Field Checklist of New Mexico
Birds. Written details and other documentation of very rare species will be circulated to the
New Mexico Bird Records Committee for evaluation. Written details may be submitted on
a report form (available by mail from Sandy Williams or electronically from the NMOS
web page), although any written format is acceptable. If photographs are submitted, please
include on the photo/slide your name, date the picture was taken, and the exact location.

Below are the seasons for reporting New Mexico bird observations. Don’t pro-
crastinate—send your reports as soon as possible after the close of a reporting period.

Autumn August 1 — November 30 (= 4 months)
Winter December 1 — February 28/29(= 3 months)
Spring March 1 - May 31 (= 3 months)
Summer June 1 —July 31 (= 2 months)

Seasonal reports and other records should be submitted to:

Sartor O. Williams 111

New Mexico Bird Records Committee
1819 Meadowview Dr NW
Albuguerque, NM 87104-2511
e-mail: sunbittern@earthlink.net
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NMOS BULLETIN

The Bulletin is published four times a year; subscription is by membership in
NMOS. The Bulletin serves two primary purposes: (1) to publish articles of scien-
tific merit concerning the distribution, abundance, status, behavior, and ecology of
the avifauna of New Mexico and its contiguous regions and (2) to publish news and
announcements deemed of interest to the New Mexico ornithological community.

NMOS members are encouraged to submit articles and news. Atrticles received are
subject to review and editing. Published articles are noted in major abstracting ser-
vices, e.g., the AOU’s “Recent Ornithological Literature” section of The Auk. Please
submit news and articles in double-spaced hard copy or, preferably, electronically on
disk or by e-mail to the Editor, Bruce Neville, 2105 Lakeview Road SW, Albuquer-
que, NM 87105, e-mail bneville@unm.edu.

ANNUAL DUES
Membership in the New Mexico Ornithological Society is open to anyone with an
interest in birds. Memberships are for the calendar year and annual dues are payable
1 January.
Dues are: Regular $10, Family $15, Student $5, Supporting $35, and Life $300.
Dues and membership applications may be sent to the New Mexico Ornithological
Society, P.O. Box 3068, Albuquerque, NM 87190-3068 or to the Treasurer, Jerry
Oldenettel, 499 Farm-to-Market Road, Socorro, NM 87801.
New Mexico Ornithological Society Home Page:
http://www.nmosbirds.org

New Mexico Rare Bird Alert:
505-884-3269

This issue of the NMOS Bulletin was published 17 March 2006
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