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 Executive Summary 
 
Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory conducted surveys for the Western Distinct 
Population Segment of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus) at several 
known historical locations and at locations with suitable habitat in June and July, 2008.  
In late July, we searched for nests at two locations where pairs of cuckoos had been 
observed during the 2008 surveys.  We hired two interns and enlisted twelve volunteers 
to conduct surveys for this project.  Surveys were accomplished by broadcasting 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo calls in or near suitable habitat. 
 
We conducted 521 surveys of at least seven minutes duration (3647 total survey 
minutes).  We completed visits to 86 locations during the course of the season, 
including visits to 20 of the 37 (54%) sites with known historical cuckoo detections in 
western Colorado.  Vegetation measurements were also estimated and recorded during 
the first visit to each survey point. 
 
Yellow-billed Cuckoos were detected at 17 points at nine locations as a result of this 
project.  Incidental (non-survey) detections of cuckoos were also reported from four 
locations.  We believe that these detections represent at least 13 pairs of Yellow-billed 
Cuckoos occurring in western Colorado during the summer of 2008.  During nest-
searching efforts, a nest containing two nestlings was discovered along the North Fork 
of the Gunnison River near Hotchkiss.  We also recorded detections of Cooper�s Hawk 
(Accipiter cooperii), Band-tailed Pigeon (Patagioenas fasciata), Great Horned Owl 
(Bubo virginianus), Black Swift (Cypseloides niger), Lewis�s Woodpecker (Melanerpes 
lewis), Willow Flycatcher (Empidonax traillii), Least Flycatcher (Empidonax minimus), 
and Yellow-breasted Chat (Icteria virens), which were chosen as species of interest by 
the Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO:  2008 

ROCKY MOUNTAIN BIRD OBSERVATORY 
Conserving birds and their habitats  ii 

 

Acknowledgements 
 
We thank the U.S. Bureau of Land Management, Colorado Division of Wildlife, and U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service for funding this project.  This report constitutes the fulfillment 
of the requirements in our contract with the Colorado Division of Wildlife and U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service. 
 
I sincerely thank Jennifer Blakesley, Alison Cariveau, Nancy Drilling, David Hanni, 
David Klute, Arvind Panjabi, Missy Siders, and Tammy VerCauteren for 
recommendations made during the project proposal process.  I would like to thank Larry 
Arnold, Jennifer Blakesley, Jacob Cooper, Bill Day, Cheryl Day, Coen Dexter, Nic Korte, 
Tom Litteral, Forrest Luke, Andrea Robinsong, Brenda Wright, and Dave Wright for the 
time and effort that they put into conducting surveys.  I would like to thank the following 
landowners for granting permission to conduct surveys on their property: Melinda Bell, 
Dewitt Daggett, George Hall, Julie Littlefield, Bob McClellan, Dave Mitchell, Robin 
Nicholoff, Kevin Parks, Andrea Robinsong, David Seely, Barbara Thomson, and Louis 
Wyman.  The following individuals granted permission for surveys on land they manage: 
Adam Mendoza (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service-Hotchkiss National Fish Hatchery), Mike 
Owens (City of Hotchkiss), and Charles Shannon (Mesa County Land Conservancy).  I 
am also appreciative of Rob Sparks for creating maps in this report and Jennifer 
Blakesley, Alison Cariveau, Stephanie Jones, David Klute, and Kevin Kritz for reviewing 
this report. 



YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO:  2008 

ROCKY MOUNTAIN BIRD OBSERVATORY 
Conserving birds and their habitats  iii 

 

Table of Contents 
 
Executive Summary ......................................................................................................... i 
Acknowledgements ......................................................................................................... ii 
Table of Contents............................................................................................................iii 
Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 1 
Methods .......................................................................................................................... 2 

Site Selection............................................................................................................... 2 
Figure 1. Sites selected for Yellow-billed Cuckoos surveys in western Colorado, 2008.
..................................................................................................................................... 3 
Protocol ....................................................................................................................... 3 

Results ............................................................................................................................ 4 
Grand Junction Area ....................................................................................................... 7 
Dolores River Drainage................................................................................................... 8 
Gunnison River Drainage ................................................................................................ 9 
North Fork of the Gunnison River Drainage .................................................................. 11 
Plateau Creek Drainage................................................................................................ 12 
San Miguel River Drainage ........................................................................................... 13 
Uncompahgre River Drainage....................................................................................... 14 
Yampa River Drainage.................................................................................................. 15 
San Luis Valley Incidental Reports................................................................................ 16 

Other Species of Interest ........................................................................................... 16 
Discussion and Recommendations ............................................................................... 16 
Literature Cited.............................................................................................................. 18 
 
 



YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO:  2008 

 ROCKY MOUNTAIN BIRD OBSERVATORY 
Conserving birds and their habitats 1

Introduction 
 
The Western Distinct Population Segment (DPS) of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo inhabits 
riparian areas with tall trees and well-developed understory vegetation (Johnson et al. 
2008).  In western Colorado, Yellow-billed Cuckoos have historically occupied extensive 
Fremont (Populus deltoides) or narrowleaf cottonwood (Populus angustifolia) riparian 
forests (Righter et al. 2004).  In California, where the Western DPS of the Yellow-billed 
Cuckoo has been well-studied, research has shown that cuckoos require forested 
stands at least 10 hectares (24.7 acres) in size (Halterman 1991). 
 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) designated the Western DPS of the  
Yellow-billed Cuckoo as a candidate for listing under the Endangered Species Act 
(ESA) (Listing Priority 3) in 2001 (USFWS 2001).  The Colorado Division of Wildlife 
(CDOW) lists the �Western� Yellow-billed Cuckoo as a species of greatest conservation 
need (Tier 1).  The U. S. Bureau of Land Management (BLM) lists the �Western� Yellow-
billed Cuckoo as a sensitive species in Colorado.  Populations of the Yellow-billed 
Cuckoo have declined precipitously since the early 20th century in western North 
America (Hughes 1999).  Yellow-billed Cuckoos have been extirpated from British 
Colombia, Washington, Oregon, and reduced to a small fraction of their historic range in 
California (Hughes 1999). 
 
In Colorado, west of the Rocky Mountains, in the 1950s and 1960s Yellow-billed 
Cuckoos were found annually in Palisade, near Grand Junction (Righter et al. 2004).   
Cuckoos were regularly detected as recently as the mid-1980s along the Uncompahgre 
and Gunnison Rivers near Delta (Rich Levad, pers. comm.).  However, during the first 
Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas (1987-1994), only three cuckoos were recorded on the 
western slope (Colorado Bird Atlas Partnership 1998).  Of these three atlas records, 
only one confirmed cuckoos breeding on the Yampa River in Routt County. 
 
Yellow-billed Cuckoos have been recorded sporadically and inconsistently in western 
Colorado since the first Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas.  Many of the cuckoos reported 
have been in the Grand Junction area.  Several cuckoos were reported at Orchard 
Mesa Wildlife Area in July, 2006 (Dave Wright, pers. comm.).  There were several 
cuckoo detections from Connected Lakes State Park along the Colorado River and the 
surrounding Grand Junction residential areas in 2001 and 2002 (Larry Arnold, pers. 
comm.).  Prior to the nest found this summer near Hotchkiss, the most recent Yellow-
billed Cuckoo breeding confirmation was recorded in the Grand Junction area along the 
Colorado River near Clifton in 1998.  This observation consisted of a cuckoo carrying 
nesting material on private land near Corn Lake State Park (Coen Dexter, pers. comm.).  
In 2007, there was a report of a cuckoo near Gunnison along the Gunnison River (Tyler 
Hicks, pers. comm.).  A vocalizing Yellow-billed Cuckoo was reported in 2005 in Plateau 
City on two dates in late May (Larry Arnold, pers. comm.).  In 2005, a calling cuckoo 
was heard on two dates in Nucla in July (Coen Dexter, pers. comm.).  However, regular 
cuckoo observations have been recorded at only two locations in the range of the 
Western DPS of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo.  At the first location, on lands managed by 
the BLM in the San Luis Valley of south central Colorado (Banks and Lucero 2004), 
cuckoos have been detected annually since 2001.  Breeding is suspected at this 
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location but has not been confirmed.  At the second location, in the North Fork of the 
Gunnison River (North Fork) valley, cuckoos have been detected annually since 2003.  
In 2008, during organized nest-searching efforts for this project, breeding was confirmed 
by the Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory (RMBO) in the North Fork valley near 
Hotchkiss in Delta County.  Aside from the information that has been collected about 
this species at these two locations, very little is known about the current range of this 
species in western Colorado. 
 
Because the health of riparian areas is of interest to our cooperators (BLM, CDOW, and 
the USFWS), and the Western DPS of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo is a candidate for listing 
under the ESA, these agencies were interested in information regarding this species in 
western Colorado.  Our objective in this study was to determine presence, estimate 
numbers, and confirm breeding for the Western DPS of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo in its 
range in Colorado.  Information about the population status of Yellow-billed Cuckoo in 
western Colorado will assist managers and other conservation partners concerned with 
recovering viable populations of the species at the state and regional level. 

Methods 

Site Selection 
 
We searched literature and consulted with biologists and bird experts in western 
Colorado to learn of historical records of Yellow-billed Cuckoos (Appendix A).  
Additional areas with suitable habitat for the Yellow-billed Cuckoo were chosen to be 
surveyed after consulting with these experts.  We also used Google EarthTM to search 
for riparian areas with extensive cottonwood galleries in western Colorado.  The 
selected sites were distributed throughout western Colorado and at elevations 
consistent with those where cuckoos have been detected in western Colorado (between 
4500 and 7700 feet [1372 and 2348 meters] elevation).  Surveys took place in eight 
areas in western Colorado: Grand Junction Area (Colorado and Gunnison Rivers), 
Dolores River Drainage, Gunnison River Drainage, North Fork River Drainage, Plateau 
Creek Drainage, San Miguel River Drainage, Uncompahgre River Drainage, and Yampa 
River Drainage (Figure 1).  Appendix B lists Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) 
coordinates for all survey points and bird species of interest detected at each point.  
Figures 2 through 8 show locations of survey points in each drainage or geographical 
location. 
 
RMBO chose the following as species of interest to be recorded during surveys: all 
raptors (except American Kestrel (Falco sparvarius) and Red-tailed Hawk (Buteo 
jamaicensis), Band-tailed Pigeon, Black Swift, White-throated Swift, Lewis�s 
Woodpecker, Willow Flycatcher, Least Flycatcher, and Yellow-breasted Chat.  These 
species were chosen because of they are of interest to RMBO and because of their low 
density on the landscape. 
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Figure 1. Sites selected for Yellow-billed Cuckoos surveys in western Colorado, 2008. 

 
Nest-searching efforts were conducted at the end of the field season at sites where at 
least one pair of cuckoos was observed.  We used criteria for documenting breeding 
that are explained in the Second Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas Manual on Use of 
Breeding Codes (Colorado Bird Atlas Partnership 2007).  This document lists eleven 
observation types and at least one of these must be witnessed to confirm breeding by a 
bird species (nest building through nest with young). 
 

Protocol 
 
Surveys entailed broadcasting Yellow-billed Cuckoo calls in an effort to lure cuckoos 
closer to the observer so that they could be seen and/or to encourage a vocal response 
(following Halterman 1991).  We used a variation of the methodology used by U.S. 
Geological Survey (USGS) biologists surveying for cuckoos in Arizona, California, and 
Nevada (Johnson et al. 2007).  Points were established in or near (within 49 feet [15 m] 
of habitat edge) appropriate habitat and spaced at least 656 feet (200 m) apart.  
Playback equipment projected the calls at least 328 feet (100 m) without distortion.  We 
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avoided areas of unsuitable habitat (i.e., a monoculture of young tamarisk or an 
extensive cobble bar) between patches (i.e., if the unsuitable habitat was at least 984 
feet (300 m) in extent). We visited each point at least once between 15 June and 31 
July, the time period chosen to minimize detections of cuckoos merely migrating 
through western Colorado.  We intended to visit each point three times during the 
course of the season; however, because volunteers were paying for travel costs on their 
own, many observers were unable accomplish all surveys because of the dramatic 
increase in gas cost in the summer of 2008.  If cuckoos were detected at a point, 
surveyors would move at least 984 feet (300 m) before conducting another call playback 
survey in order to minimize disturbance to potentially nesting cuckoos.  Qualified interns 
were trained and organized to survey as many of the chosen sites as possible.  
Volunteers that participated in surveys were experienced with RMBO survey protocols 
and active with other special species programs.  Therefore, they had received training 
with bird survey protocols before being sent the protocol for this project.  The protocol 
was discussed the all volunteers before they conducted any surveys. 
 
We initiated surveys with a one-minute quiet period to listen for spontaneously calling 
cuckoos.  If no cuckoos were heard in the one-minute period after arriving at the point, 
the surveyor played a Yellow-billed Cuckoo kowlp, knocker, or coo call once, followed 
by 1 minute of silence to listen for a response.  Cuckoo calls were played using hand-
held mp3 players amplified by lightweight speakers.  If no detections occurred, this 
playback-listen sequence was repeated five times or until a cuckoo responded.  A 
minimum of seven minutes were spent at each point during a survey. 
 
At most survey points we recorded UTM coordinates using Global Positioning System 
(GPS).  We visually estimated the percent cover by each plant species in the overstory 
and understory within a 164 foot (50 m) radius of the survey point.  We also noted 
whether the area appeared to be grazed. 
 

Results 
 
We conducted 521 tape-playback surveys at 271 points (some points were visited more 
than once) between 15 June and 31 July (Table 1).  The 271 points were distributed 
across 86 locations.  In 2008, cuckoos were detected at six locations (14 points) on the 
North Fork River, one location (one point) near the San Miguel River, and two locations 
(two points) on the Yampa River (Figures 5, 6, and 8).  We also received incidental 
reports of cuckoos from four locations (one on the Conejos River, two on the North Fork 
River, and one on the Rio Grande) during the cuckoo breeding season.  Breeding by the 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo was documented on the North Fork River near Hotchkiss on 21 
July during nest-searching efforts. 
 
We were able to survey only 20 of the known historical Yellow-billed Cuckoo sites 
because the limited amount of funding available in 2008.  Also, we learned of nine of the 
37 historical sites after the 2008 field season was completed. 
 
We compiled all vegetation information that was gathered for this project and report the 
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percent of survey area occupied by each species in the overstory and understory in 
each drainage or geographic location.  This information is presented in Tables 2 and 3. 
 
Table 1. Number of points surveyed for Yellow-billed Cuckoos, Percent of survey points, first 
date of survey, and last date of survey in each drainage or geographic location in western 
Colorado, 2008. 

Drainage or Geographic Location 
Number 
of Points 

Percent of 
Total 

Date of First 
Survey 

Date of Last 
Survey 

Grand Junction Area 65  12.5%  19 June 21 July  
Dolores River Drainage 6  1.2%  21 June 21 June  
Gunnison River Drainage 49  9.4%  15 June 19 June  
North Fork River Drainage 252  48.4%  15 June 31 July  
Plateau Creek Drainage 19  3.6%  28 June 11 July  
San Miguel River Drainage 42  8.1%  21 June 30 July  
Uncompahgre River Drainage 24  4.6%  25 June 31 July  
Yampa River Drainage 64  12.3%  16 June 26 July  
 
Table 2. Species composition (percent cover) of overstory vegetation at survey points in each 
drainage or geographic location surveyed for Yellow-billed Cuckoos in western Colorado, 2008. 
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apple  -   -   -   -   -  2.9%  -   -  
ash spp.  -   -   -  1.5%  -   -   -   -  
aspen  -   -  3.6%  -   -   -   -   -  
blue spruce  -   -   -  1.1%  -  2.5%  -   -  
box elder  -   -   -  2.0% 2.2%  -  0.5% 26.5%
cottonwood spp. 46.2%  -  7.1%  -  84.4%  -   -  72.2%
Fremont cottonwood 34.9% 83.3% 21.6% 30.8%  -  35.4% 47.5%  -  
Gambel oak  -   -  1.3%  -   -   -   -   -  
hybrid cottonwood  -   -  14.3% 4.9%  -   -   -   -  
juniper spp.  -   -  0.7% 1.3%  -   -   -   -  
narrowleaf cottonwood  -   -  51.4% 41.2% 11.1% 46.1% 49.0%  -  
Russian olive  -   -   -   -   -  4.3% 1.0%  -  
Siberian elm 12.2%  -   -  11.7%  -  5.0% 2.0%  -  
silver maple 4.1%  -   -  1.8% 1.1%  -   -   -  
skunkbush  -   -   -   -   -  1.8%  -   -  
tamarisk  -  16.7%  -   -   -   -   -   -  
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unknown spp. 2.6%  -   -  3.8%  -  2.1%  -   -  
willow spp.  -   -   -   -  1.1%  -   -  1.3% 
 
Table 3. Species composition (percent cover) of understory vegetation at survey points in each 
drainage or geographic location surveyed for Yellow-billed Cuckoos in western Colorado, 2008. 
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alder spp.  -   -   -   -   -   -   -  0.4% 
apple  -   -   -  1.0%  -   -   -   -  
big sagebrush 2.1% 2.5% 0.7% 3.1%  -   -  1.0%  -  
box elder  -   -   -  1.3%  -  1.4% 1.0% 30.7% 
buffaloberry  -   -   -  1.2%  -   -  7.5%  -  
chokecherry  -   -   -  2.1%  -   -   -   -  
cottonwood spp.  -   -   -   -   -   -   -  18.0% 
Fremont cottonwood  -  1.7%  1.7%  -   -  0.5%  -  
Gambel oak  -   -  0.7% 8.2%  -   -  10.0%  -  
greasewood  -  21.7%  -   -   -   -  12.5%  -  
hawthorne spp.  -   -  6.6%  -   -   -   -  18.9% 
juniper spp.  -  0.8% 0.7% 1.0%  -  4.3%  -   -  
narrowleaf cottonwood  -   -  26.0% 5.9%  -   -  8.0%  -  
poison ivy  -   -  14.8%  -   -   -   -   -  
ponderosa pine  -   -   -   -   -  2.1%  -   -  
rabbitbrush  -  6.7%  -   -   -   -  4.0%  -  
red-osier dogwood  -   -  2.0%  -   -   -   -  15.7% 
Russian olive 27.9%  -   -  29.1%  -  26.4% 15.0%  -  
saltbush  -  8.3%  -   -   -   -   -   -  
Siberian elm 4.5%  -   -  6.6%  -  2.1% 1.5%  -  
skunkbush 8.9% 7.5%  -  17.4%  -  16.8% 9.0%  -  
tamarisk 27.9% 26.7% 0.7%  -   -   -  5.0%  -  
tree-of-heaven 2.4%  -   -   -   -   -   -   -  
unknown spp. 24.7% 9.2% 2.7% 10.3% 25% 5.7%  -   -  
wild rose  -   -  7.6% 2.0%  -  7.1% 3.0%  -  
willow spp. 1.6% 15.0% 37.6% 9.1% 75% 33.9% 22.0% 16.3% 
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Grand Junction Area  
 
We conducted 65 call-playback surveys (12.5% of all surveys) in the Grand Junction 
area between 19 June and 21 July 2008 (Figure 2; Table 1).  This area includes the 
Colorado River, the Gunnison River, and the residential areas with suitable habitat in or 
near Grand Junction.  No cuckoos were detected during surveys in this area in 2008.  
The Grand Junction area has the largest amount of suitable habitat for the Yellow-billed 
Cuckoo in western Colorado below 5000 feet (1524 m) elevation. 
 
We recorded the following plant species, listed most to least abundant, in the overstory 
during surveys in the Grand Junction area: cottonwood (Populus spp.), Fremont 
cottonwood, Siberian elm (Ulmus pumila), and silver maple (Acer saccharinum) (Table 
2).  Plants we recorded in the understory in the Grand Junction area were Russian olive 
(Elaeagnus angustifolia), tamarisk (Tamarix chinensis), skunkbush (Rhus trilobata), 
Siberian elm, tree of heaven (Ailanthus altissima), big sagebrush (Artemisia tridendata), 
and willow (Salix spp.) (Table 3). 
 

 
Figure 2. Locations of Yellow-billed Cuckoo survey points in the Grand Junction Area, 2008. 
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Dolores River Drainage  
 
We conducted six surveys (1.2% of all surveys) along the Dolores River at Gateway on 
21 June 2008 (Figure 3; Table 1).  We detected no cuckoos during our surveys in this 
area in 2008.  The suitable habitat for the Yellow-billed Cuckoo in this area is below 
5000 feet (1524 m) elevation. 
 
We recorded the following plant species, listed most to least abundant, in the overstory 
during surveys along the Dolores River: Fremont cottonwood and tamarisk (Table 2).  
Plants we recorded in the understory in the Dolores River Drainage area were tamarisk, 
greasewood (Sarcobatus vermiculatus), willow, saltbush (Atriplex spp.), skunkbush, 
rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus spp.), big sagebrush, Fremont cottonwood, and juniper 
(Juniperus spp.) (Table 3). 
 

 
Figure 3. Locations of Yellow-billed Cuckoo survey points in the Dolores River Drainage, 2008. 
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Gunnison River Drainage  
 
We conducted 49 call-playback surveys (9.4% of all surveys) in the Gunnison River 
drainage (this does not include the surveys along the Gunnison River near Grand 
Junction) between 15 June and 16 July 2008 (Figure 4; Table 1).  In addition to surveys 
adjacent to the Gunnison River, we conducted surveys along the following tributaries: 
Cottonwood Creek (Montrose County), Crystal Creek (Gunnison County), East River 
(Gunnison County), Kannah Creek (Mesa County), and Smith Fork Creek (Delta 
County).  We detected no cuckoos during our surveys in this area in 2008.  The suitable 
habitat for the Yellow-billed Cuckoo in this drainage ranges from just below 5000 feet 
(1524 m) elevation in the Delta area to over 8000 feet (2439 m) near the town of 
Gunnison. 
 
We recorded the following plant species, listed most to least abundant, in the overstory 
during surveys in the Gunnison River drainage: narrowleaf cottonwood, Fremont 
cottonwood, hybrid cottonwood (Fremont x narrowleaf), cottonwood , aspen (Populus 
tremuloides), Gambel oak (Quercus gambelii), and juniper (Table 2).  Plants we 
recorded in the understory in the Gunnison River drainage area were willow , narrowleaf 
cottonwood, poison ivy (Toxicodendron rydbergii), wild rose (Rosa spp.), hawthorne  
(Crataegus spp.), red-osier dogwood (Cornus sericea), Gambel oak, juniper spp., big 
sagebrush, and tamarisk (Table 3). 
 



YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO:  2008 

 ROCKY MOUNTAIN BIRD OBSERVATORY 
Conserving birds and their habitats 10

 
Figure 4. Locations of Yellow-billed Cuckoo survey points in the Gunnison River Drainage, 
2008. 
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North Fork of the Gunnison River Drainage  
 
We conducted 252 tape-playback surveys (48.4% of all surveys) in the North Fork 
drainage between the dates of 15 June and 31 July 2008 (Figure 5; Table 1).  Cuckoos 
were detected at six locations during 2008 surveys and we also received incidental 
reports from two locations in the North Fork drainage.  On 21 July 2008 during nest-
searching efforts for this project, we confirmed breeding by the Yellow-billed Cuckoo 
near Hotchkiss.  We found a nest containing two nestlings where Leroux Creek flows 
into the North Fork River on land managed by the City of Hotchkiss (5300 feet [1616 m] 
elevation).  On 18 July, a pair of Yellow-billed Cuckoos was observed copulating at 
another survey location (1.4 miles from the nest site).  The suitable habitat for the 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo in the North Fork valley occurs at 5300 to 5900 feet (1616 to 1799 
m) elevation. 
 
We recorded the following plant species, listed most to least abundant, in the overstory 
during surveys in the North Fork drainage: narrowleaf cottonwood, Fremont cottonwood, 
Siberian elm, hybrid cottonwood, box elder, (Acer negundo), silver maple, ash (Fraxinus 
spp.), juniper , and blue spruce (Picea pungens) (Table 2).  Plants we recorded in the 
understory in the North Fork River drainage area were Russian olive, skunkbush, 
willow, Gambel oak, Siberian elm, narrowleaf cottonwood, big sagebrush, chokecherry 
(Prunus virginiana), wild rose, Fremont cottonwood, box elder, and buffaloberry 
(Shepherdia Canadensis) (Table 3). 
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Figure 5. Locations of survey points and Yellow-billed Cuckoo detections in the North Fork of 
the Gunnison River Drainage, 2008. 

 

Plateau Creek Drainage  
 
We conducted 19 tape-playback surveys (3.6% of all surveys) between the dates of 28 
June and 11 July 2008 in the Plateau Creek drainage (Mesa County) (Table 1).  The 
volunteer that surveyed Plateau Creek did not own a GPS unit and we are unable to 
make a map of survey locations for this drainage.  In 2008, a cuckoo was reported 
along Buzzard Creek on 10 June, just before our survey period.  Surveys after 15 June 
in this drainage did not produce additional detections.  We surveyed suitable habitat for 
the Yellow-billed Cuckoo in this drainage from approximately 6000 to 7200 feet (1829 to 
2195 m) elevation. 
 
We recorded the following plant species, listed most to least abundant, in the overstory 
during surveys in the Plateau Creek drainage: cottonwood, narrowleaf cottonwood, box 
elder, silver maple, and willow (Table 2).  We recorded willow in the understory in the 
Gunnison River drainage area (Table 3). 
 



YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO:  2008 

 ROCKY MOUNTAIN BIRD OBSERVATORY 
Conserving birds and their habitats 13

San Miguel River Drainage  
 
We conducted 42 call-playback surveys (8.1% of all surveys) between the dates of 21 
June and 30 July 2008 in the San Miguel River drainage (Montrose County) (Figure 6; 
Table 1).  In 2008, a cuckoo was detected on 6 July on private land near Nucla.  We 
surveyed suitable habitat for the Yellow-billed Cuckoo from approximately 5300 to 7300 
feet (1616 to 2226 m) elevation in this drainage. 
 
We recorded the following plant species, listed most to least abundant, in the overstory 
during surveys in the San Miguel River drainage: narrowleaf cottonwood, Fremont 
cottonwood, Siberian elm, Russian olive, apple (Malis pumila), blue spruce, and 
skunkbush (Table 2).  Plants we recorded in the understory in the San Miguel River 
drainage area were willow spp., Russian olive, skunkbush, wild rose, juniper spp., 
ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa), Siberian elm, and box elder (Table 3). 
 

 
Figure 6. Locations of survey points and Yellow-billed Cuckoo detections in the San Miguel 
River Drainage, 2008. 
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Uncompahgre River Drainage  
 
We conducted 24 call-playback surveys (4.6% of all surveys) between the dates of 25 
June and 31 July 2008 in the Uncompahgre River drainage (Figure 7; Table 1).  We did 
not record Cuckoos in this area in 2008.  We surveyed suitable habitat for the Yellow-
billed Cuckoo from approximately 5400 to 6800 feet (1646 to 2073 m) elevation in this 
drainage. 
 
We recorded the following plant species, listed most to least abundant, in the overstory 
during surveys in the Uncompahgre River drainage: narrowleaf cottonwood, Fremont 
cottonwood, Siberian elm, Russian olive, apple (Malis pumila), and box elder (Table 2).  
Plants we recorded in the understory in the Uncompahgre River drainage area were 
willow spp., Russian olive, skunkbush, greasewood, skunkbush, narrowleaf cottonwood, 
buffaloberry, tamarisk, rabbitbrush, wild rose, Siberian elm, box elder, big sagebrush, 
and Fremont cottonwood (Table 3). 
 

 
Figure 7. Locations of Yellow-billed Cuckoo survey points in the Uncompahgre River Drainage, 
2008. 
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Yampa River Drainage  
 
We conducted 64 call-playback surveys (12.3% of all surveys) between the dates of 16 
June and 26 July on the Yampa River (Moffat County) (Figure 8; Table 1).  In 2008, two 
detections of Yellow-billed Cuckoo were recorded on the Yampa River near Craig which 
is downstream (approximately 17.7 miles) of the historic detection.  We surveyed 
suitable habitat for the Yellow-billed Cuckoo between 6200 and 6800 feet (1890 to 2073 
m) elevation in this drainage. 
 
We recorded the following plant species, listed most to least abundant, in the overstory 
during surveys on the Yampa River: cottonwood spp., box elder, and willow spp. (Table 
2).  Plants we recorded in the understory in the Yampa River drainage area were box 
elder, hawthorne spp., cottonwood spp., willow spp., red-osier dogwood, and alder spp. 
(Alnus spp.) (Table 3). 
 

 
Figure 8. Locations of survey points and Yellow-billed Cuckoo detections in the Yampa River 
Drainage, 2008. 
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San Luis Valley Incidental Reports 
 
The San Luis Valley (the Rio Grande drainage) lies within the range of the Western 
DPS of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo even though it is not on the western slope of Colorado.  
RMBO received reports of Yellow-billed Cuckoos from two locations in the San Luis 
Valley in the summer of 2008.  Cuckoos were reported by BLM biologists on land 
managed by the BLM at Pikes Stockade (McIntire Springs) in Conejos County on the 
Conejos River (Jill Lucero, pers. comm.).  In 2008, cuckoos were also detected at a new 
location on the Rio Grande, near Del Norte in Rio Grande County (Terry Ireland, pers. 
comm.). 
 

Other Species of Interest  
 
During cuckoo surveys, we also recorded observations of other species of interest.  This 
summer we recorded Cooper�s Hawk (n = 8), Band-tailed Pigeon (n = 5), Great Horned 
Owl (n = 4), Black Swift (n = 1), Lewis�s Woodpecker (n = 3), Willow Flycatcher (n = 1), 
Least Flycatcher (n = 3), and Yellow-breasted Chat (n = 48) at survey points (Appendix 
B). 

Discussion and Recommendations 
 
Surveys we conducted in 2008 showed that Yellow-billed Cuckoos were present and 
more abundant in western Colorado than previously believed.  Suitable habitat for the 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo exists throughout western Colorado and in the San Luis Valley.  
We hope, the success of this project will result in an increase in the number of cuckoo 
surveys taking place in western Colorado, and this increased effort will result in the 
discovery of more occupied areas. 
 
The Yellow-billed Cuckoo is a species that requires special effort to locate.  A majority 
of riparian bird species are most vocal, and thus detectable, well before cuckoos arrive 
on their breeding grounds.  Therefore, surveys conducted in late May and early June, 
intended to most efficiently sample bird species in riparian habitat, fail to detect 
cuckoos.  Furthermore, Yellow-billed Cuckoos are secretive and do not vocalize to 
advertise territorial boundaries (Jennifer Holmes, pers. comm.).  Additionally, the 
amount of area required by a pair of breeding cuckoos is large compared to other 
riparian bird species (Hughes 1999).  Research along the lower Colorado River in 
Arizona and California has shown that a pair of breeding cuckoos requires at least 4 ha 
(10 acres) (Laymon and Halterman 1989). 
 
Even though cuckoo-specific surveys take place after peak activity of other bird species, 
other CDOW and USFWS species of interest that are often found in or near riparian 
areas are detectable during this time of year.  RMBO chose to record the following 
species during 2008 surveys: all raptors (except American Kestrel and Red-tailed 
Hawk), Band-tailed Pigeon, all swifts, Lewis�s Woodpecker, Willow Flycatcher, Least 
Flycatcher, and Yellow-breasted Chat.  We recommend that other cuckoo surveyors in 
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Colorado also record these species during cuckoo surveys. 
 
The call-playback survey protocol used in 2008 by RMBO was effective at locating 
Yellow-billed Cuckoos.  Quality call playback equipment can be economical, easy to use 
in the field, and broadcast cuckoo calls 100 meters without distortion.  This equipment 
should be able to endure multiple seasons of use.  We recommend three repeat 
surveys at each point per season (with one week between visits), because in some 
cases we detected cuckoos only on the second or third visit to a location.  We also 
recommend that the Yellow-billed Cuckoo surveys be conducted without an all species 
point-count.  Originally, we intended to conduct point counts (recording all birds present) 
during each survey; however, when practicing the protocol before the field season, we 
realized that is not possible to record all birds present and at the same time scan 
effectively for cuckoos. 
 
Yellow-billed Cuckoos have previously been considered a low-elevation riparian species 
(Johnsgard 1996); however in Colorado cuckoos have been located in the San Luis 
Valley for eight years consecutively at 7500 feet (2287 m) elevation.  This is potentially 
the highest elevation reported for breeding Yellow-billed Cuckoos within their range 
(Matt Johnson, pers. comm.).  Another interesting finding is the detections of Yellow-
billed Cuckoos in forested residential areas up to two miles from riparian corridors 
during the 2008 breeding season, which, if substantiated with future observations, could 
suggest broader habitat use patterns than previously known. 
 
Another topic that deserves attention is the fact that Russian olive was a dominant plant 
species in the understory in the North Fork valley where Yellow-billed Cuckoos were 
detected most frequently and at the one location where a cuckoo nest was documented 
in 2008.  Many land management agencies are currently placing much effort to control 
or eliminate Russian olive, an exotic species, from the landscape.   We recommend that 
research be conducted to determine if Russian olive may provide some benefit to 
Yellow-billed Cuckoos. 
 
Because Yellow-billed Cuckoos were detected in three distinct locations ranging from 
northern to southern parts of western Colorado, the species appears to be more widely 
distributed in this area than previously thought.  We believe continued survey efforts 
over the next few years would help resolve questions about the status of the DPS of the 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo population within the state. 
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