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Important Migrant and Wintering Bird  
Concentration Areas of Western Placer County 

Introduction 
Located strategically on the Pacific Flyway and hosting a range of suitable 
habitats, western Placer County is a critical migratory stopover and wintering 
area for waterfowl, raptors, and shorebirds.  Several private organizations, 
agencies, and joint ventures, such as the American Basin Central Valley Habitat 
Joint Venture, Ducks Unlimited, and the California Waterfowl Association, are 
concerned with widespread habitat loss associated with development and 
agriculture.  However, these organizations focus primarily on waterfowl.   

As part of its countywide Habitat Conservation Plan/Natural Communities 
Conservation Plan (HCP/NCCP) and the Placer Legacy project, the Placer 
County Planning Department is developing conservation strategies to protect the 
natural communities and special-status wildlife species found in the Phase 1 
Planning Area (Phase 1 Area).  Accordingly, baseline information on the current 
status and use of existing wetlands, grasslands, and agricultural areas is necessary 
to define and delineate Important Concentration Areas (ICAs) used by birds in 
the Phase 1 Area.  Jones & Stokes biologists defined ICAs as wintering or 
migration stopover areas that are used by concentrations of birds for roosting, 
resting, and foraging.  Each ICA was defined as a single land cover type.  

This study of the important migrant and wintering bird concentration areas 
focused primarily on abundant and common bird species; surveys for covered 
and other special-status species were not conducted as part of this task.  The 
study was intended to supplement the intensive mapping of individual watersheds 
and focused surveys for covered species that are being conducted concurrently by 
Jones & Stokes as part of the HCP/NCCP process for the Phase 1 Area.  The 
primary goals of this study were to:  (1) summarize existing information from the 
National Audubon Society’s annual Christmas Bird Counts (CBCs), (2) contact 
local bird experts from the Sierra Foothills Audubon Society and the Sacramento 
Audubon Society and review their field notes from the Phase 1 Area, (3) conduct 
reconnaissance-level surveys, and (4) identify the key locations in the Phase 1 
Area that are used by thousands of migrant and wintering birds each year.   
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Location 
Placer County is long and narrow, extending from the floor of the Central Valley 
over the Sierra Nevada crest to the Tahoe Basin and the Nevada state line.  The 
Phase 1 Area covers the portion of Placer County from the city of Auburn west to 
the Sutter, Sacramento, and Yuba County lines; it encompasses about 270,000 
acres  (Figure 1).  Most of the ICAs identified in the surveys were located in the 
Central Valley portion of the Phase 1 Area.    

Methods 
Data Sources and Field Surveys 

To identify ICAs, Jones & Stokes staff ornithologists conducted interviews, 
circulated questionnaires, and performed literature and Internet searches for 
specific information on migrant and wintering birds in the Phase 1 Area.  The 
results of this survey and identification of ICAs were not derived from 
statistically valid, long-term field surveys.  Instead, information on bird 
populations and their relationships to land cover types was compiled from the 
personal observations of Ted Beedy, Todd Easterla, Ed Pandolfino, John 
Sterling, Bruce Webb, and William Widdowson.  Jones & Stokes biologists also 
conducted a through review of Placer County bird checklists and other 
information resources (Williams 1996; Webb 2003a, 2003b.)  Jones & Stokes 
biologist John Sterling participated in the Lincoln CBC on  December 28, 2002.  
Jones & Stokes staff scientists interviewed and conducted field visits to all of the 
ICAs with local bird experts Todd Easterla and Ed Pandolfino. 

In general, the reliability and repeatability of CBC data are limited because these 
counts are taken only 1 day per year.  The actual counts in any given year can be 
affected by the survey routes taken in different years, weather conditions on 
count day (affecting both observers and birds), daily variation in species 
distribution, expertise of observers, and other factors.  Similarly, the 
December/January count period does not permit any assessment of spring or fall 
migrant activity or of the breeding birds in an area.   Because all these factors 
introduce variability into the data, CBC data are used here only for comparative 
purposes for those years for which data sets are available.  Although these counts 
are published annually by the National Audubon Society, they are not intended to 
represent exact counts of any species or year.  For example, a CBC count of 17 
Rough-legged Hawks one year and a count seven Rough-legged Hawks the 
following year do not indicate a decline in the species.  However, when gathered 
over a period of years using more standardized point-count methods (e.g., the 
Lincoln CBC), these data can be very useful for assessing long-term trends in 
wintering bird populations.  None of the ICAs identified in this report were based 
solely on CBC data from single counts or years.  Rather, this study used the CBC 
as a supplemental data source to confirm the qualitative observations of local 
experts who have visited all of these areas at least annually for the past 20 years.   
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Field surveys were conducted throughout the entire Phase I Area at a 
reconnaissance level and concentrated on verification of the accumulated 
information and ICA locations.  Two initial site visits were conducted by Ted 
Beedy, William Widdowson, John Sterling, and Todd Easterla on December 13, 
2002, and January 30, 2003.  Jones & Stokes biologists conducted follow-up 
field visits periodically throughout February, March, April, and May 2003 
(Table 1). Finally, a review was conducted of published literature as well as of 
Jones & Stokes field notes and file data compiled over more than 20 years of bird 
surveys in the Phase 1 Area. 

Bird Guilds 
For this report, bird species have been categorized as members of guilds 
primarily by habitat preferences, foraging methods, and morphological/ 
behavioral characteristics.  These guilds are waterbirds, waders, shorebirds, gulls 
and terns, raptors, terrestrial landbirds, and arboreal landbirds.  Each land cover 
type supports several guilds (Table 2).  

Guilds were selected for analysis based on the presence of relatively large 
populations during fall and spring migrations and during the winter months.  
Many of these species are common and widespread in large areas of California 
and/or North America.  For the purposes of this survey, the local scale is defined 
as the Phase 1 Area, and the regional scale is defined as the area encompassed by 
Sutter, Yuba, Placer, El Dorado, and Sacramento Counties.  The scale of 
importance for selected guilds and species is addressed in the discussion of each 
ICA land cover type.  ICAs were identified and mapped if they were known to 
historically or presently support significant numbers (i.e., thousands or tens of 
thousands) of wintering and/or migratory birds annually.   

This analysis did not include introduced species (i.e., Wild Turkey, European 
Starling, House Sparrow); out-of-range species (i.e., eastern warblers); species 
with foraging and nesting habitat beyond the scope of this project (i.e., White-
throated Swift); or year-round resident species that do not congregate at any 
specific locations during the winter.  

The following sections provide discussions and definitions of guilds used in the 
analysis.  The relative importance of the region for each guild is illustrated by a 
comparison of CBC data from the Lincoln area to nearby counts in Sacramento, 
El Dorado, and Yuba Counties (Table 3).  

Results 
Data from the 1994–2002 Auburn, Marysville, and Sacramento CBCs and the 
2002 Lincoln CBC (National Audubon Society 2003) were summarized 
(Appendix A).  A list of species that are known to occur in the ICAs of the Phase 
1 Area, including scientific names, seasonal status, habitats and guild 
associations, is provided in Appendix B.  Individual ICAs are listed and 



 
 
 
Table 1.  Site Visits Conducted for ICA Phase 1 Planning Area 
 
Date of Site Visit Personnel 
13 December 2002 Initial Visit– John Sterling, William Widdowson 
27 December 2002 John Sterling 
6 January 2003 John Sterling 
22 January 2003 John Sterling 
27 January 2003 John Sterling 
30 January 2003 Ted Beedy, William Widdowson, Todd Easterla, John Sterling 
3 February 2003 William Widdowson 
24 March 2003 William Widdowson 
28 March 2003 William Widdowson 
29 March 2003 William Widdowson 
31 March 2003 John Sterling 
1 April 2003 Doug Leslie 
2 April 2003 Doug Leslie 
3 April 2003 Doug Leslie, John Sterling 
4 April 2003 Doug Leslie, John Sterling 
9 April 2003 Doug Leslie 
10 April 2003 Doug Leslie 
11 April 2003 Doug Leslie 
12 April 2003 William Widdowson 
15 April 2003 William Widdowson 
3 May 2003 John Sterling 
4 May 2003 William Widdowson 
5 May 2003 Doug Leslie, John Sterling 
 



Table 2.   ICA Landcover Types, Acreage, and Use by Bird Guilds in the Phase 1 Planning Area  
 
 
Landcover Type 

 
Acreage Waterbirds Shorebirds Waders Gulls and Terns Raptors 

Terrestrial 
Landbirds 

Arboreal 
Landbirds 

Open Water (reservoirs, ponds) 2,071 Yes Limited Limited Yes Limited No No 
Marsh 474 Yes Limited Yes Limited Limited Yes No 
Flooded Ag. (rice fields) 6,075 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
Vernal Pools n/a Yes Yes Limited Limited Limited Limited No 
Grassland/Pastures 32,629 No No Limited Limited Yes Yes No 
Riparian n/a No No Nesting only No Yes Limited Yes 
Total ICA Acres 42,364        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 3.  Comparison of Mean Numbers of Birds Seen in each Bird Guild during Placer County and Nearby Christmas Bird Counts since 1994 
 
 Lincoln Auburn Folsom Marysville Sacramento 
Guilds 2002 1994–2001 1994–2001 2000–2001 1994–2001 
Waterbirds 30,386 4,316 6,344 63,585 69,350 
Shorebirds 7,404 181 304 1,779 4,769 
Waders 508 45 108 2,286 1,951 
Gulls and Terns 1,451 34 28,283 479 7,310 
Raptors 827 226 430 480 883 
Terrestrial Landbirds 46,484 4,566 7,233 16,938 125,339 
Arboreal Landbirds 5,862 6,724 10,841 7346 18,270 
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characterized in Appendix C.  General discussions of the individual bird guilds 
and the ICAs identified are provided below. 

Bird Guilds 

Waders 
Many of the waders that frequent the Phase 1 Area are birds that breed 
elsewhere, although a few Great Egret, Black-crowned Night-Heron, and Great 
Blue Heron rookeries are present along Coon Creek, along a pond east of 
Sheridan, and probably elsewhere in the Phase 1 Area.  Waders forage in 
wetlands such as flooded rice fields, wet pastures, alfalfa fields, and other 
agricultural lands that support populations of rodents, reptiles, amphibians, 
macroinvertebrates, and other prey.  They can on occasion congregate in large 
numbers at drying pools, which concentrate fish, or during flood events, which 
may bring prey items above ground. 

Waterbirds 
Large flocks (thousands) of waterbirds forage in flooded rice fields, farm ponds, 
sewage ponds, and reservoirs within the Phase 1 Area.  Waterbirds can be further 
split into two subguilds:  dabblers and divers.  This division is based broadly on 
foraging behavior and water depth preferences of each subguild.  Divers such as 
loons, grebes, cormorants, and bay ducks require deeper pools and ponds to 
accommodate benthic and water column foraging.  Dabblers such as swans, 
geese, dabbling ducks, and coots use shallower wetland areas and flooded fields.  
Most waterbirds use open water areas after the hunting season is over, and large 
concentrations (i.e., >10,000 individuals) of species such as Northern Pintail 
congregate in flooded rice fields of the Phase 1 Area (Appendix C, FA 1–10) 
prior to spring migration (Miller pers. comm.).  Although dabblers and surface-
feeding waterfowl are typically found using shallower water bodies, they also 
forage at the edges of deeper areas and can be found loafing in deeper areas or on 
islands and banks.  While the broad characterization of the two subguilds 
addresses general habitat preferences, birds from both can often be found 
together in the same areas.   

Raptors 
Most raptors in western Placer County concentrate in grasslands and non-flooded 
rice fields, where they forage on the abundant rodent prey.  The Phase I Area 
supports breeding populations of Swainson’s Hawk, White-tailed Kite, Northern 
Harrier, Cooper’s Hawk, Red-tailed Hawk, Red-shouldered Hawk, and American 
Kestrel.  However, these populations are augmented by the annual influx of 
migrating and wintering individuals.  Species such as Bald Eagle, Ferruginous 
Hawk, Rough-legged Hawk, and Merlin are strictly winter visitors in the Phase I 
Area.  The relative importance of the Phase I Area to wintering raptor 
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populations is illustrated by the results of the 2002 Lincoln CBC.  The total of 
827 raptors is the fourth highest count of more than 1,800 North American CBCs 
conducted during the previous year (CBC data reanalyzed contra analyses by 
Pandolfino pers. comm.).   

Seven pairs of Swainson’s Hawks were identified by the California Department 
of Fish and Game during 2001 field surveys in the Phase 1 Area, but this species 
is a long-distance migrant that winters in Mexico and northern South America.  
Accordingly, the observation of 1–2 individuals near Lincoln during December 
2002 and January 2003 was very unusual (Pandolfino pers. comm.; Sterling pers. 
obs.).  

Several raptor species that regularly occur in the Phase 1 Area are special-status 
species:  Bald Eagle (federally listed as threatened and state-listed as 
endangered), Golden Eagle (federally protected under the Bald and Golden Eagle 
Act), White-tailed Kite (fully protected under California Fish and Game Code 
Section 3511), Ferruginous Hawk (California species of special concern), 
Swainson’s Hawk (state listed as threatened), Peregrine Falcon (state listed as 
endangered), Short-eared Owl (California species of special concern) and 
Burrowing Owl (California species of special concern).  All nesting raptors are 
also protected under the California Fish and Game Code. 

Shorebirds 
Shorebird populations are thought to be limited by the availability of winter food 
resources (Baker and Baker 1973).  The great majority of shorebirds using the 
Phase 1 Area are either migrants or wintering birds that breed elsewhere and 
spend the winter months foraging and roosting on the flooded fields and seasonal 
wetlands in the Phase 1 Area.  During winter, the flooded rice fields along 
Brewer Road have supported large numbers of Killdeer (hundreds), Greater 
Yellowlegs (150+), Long-billed Curlew (175+), Dunlin (6,000+), Least 
Sandpiper (hundreds), Long-billed Dowitcher (175+) and Wilson’s Snipe (50+) 
as indicated by the 2002 Lincoln CBC results.  During the fall migration that 
begins in late June, flooded organic rice fields provide prime habitat for a wide 
variety of shorebird species, including an extraordinary 14 species in a single day 
in August 2002 (Pandolfino pers. comm.).     

Gulls and Terns 
Three major gull foraging and roosting sites occur in the Phase 1 Area:  Folsom 
Lake, Camp Far West Reservoir, and the local landfill facility.  The largest 
concentrations occur on the western edge of Folsom Lake, where 70,000–
100,000 gulls can be counted as they come in to roost.  The timing of the annual 
steelhead and salmon run on the lower American River in conjunction with cold 
temperatures in Washington and Oregon usually cause gull numbers at Folsom 
Lake to peak during the winter months.  Additionally, more coastal gulls may 
now move inland due to dump cover-over policies in the San Francisco Bay 
Area.  Prior to the closure of the Folsom Dam overlook in early 2001, up to 
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approximately 1,000 gulls per minute could be seen passing over the surrounding 
0.5 mile of Folsom Dam in the late afternoon.  These flights may last for up to 2 
hours (Webb pers. comm.).  Gull numbers recorded on Folsom Lake during 
CBCs vary widely and ranged from about 130,000 in 1995 to about 2,000 in 
2000.  During a field visit on 30 January 2003, Jones & Stokes biologists 
observed 25,000–30,000 gulls from the Beale’s Point parking lot, with more 
drifting in as the sun went down.  

Camp Far West Reservoir hosts small numbers of gulls and terns in the winter, 
but rarely in large concentrations.  Forster’s Tern and Caspian Tern can 
occasionally be found there, but not consistently, and only in small numbers 
(Pandolfino pers. comm.).  The regional landfill (Western Regional Sanitary 
Landfill and Recovery Facility at 3033 Fiddyment Road in Roseville) is an 
attractive foraging and daytime roosting area for large numbers of gulls.  During 
a field visit on January 30, 2003, Jones & Stokes biologists observed 
approximately 300 gulls feeding on an active section of the landfill.  Gulls also 
congregate in flocks of up to several hundred at the old Lincoln Sewage Ponds, 
in flooded rice fields, and in recently plowed fields throughout the Phase I Area. 

Arboreal Landbirds 
The species in this guild are confined to land cover types with trees.  In the Phase 
1 Area, arboreal landbirds are mostly found in oak and riparian woodlands.  In 
the Central Valley portion of the Phase 1 Area, they are concentrated primarily in 
riparian areas, including valley oak woodlands.  Riparian and valley oak 
woodland specialists include Nuttall’s Woodpecker, Hutton’s Vireo, Western 
Scrub-Jay, White-breasted Nuthatch, Oak Titmouse, and Orange-crowned 
Warbler.  

Terrestrial Landbirds 
The species in this guild are associated with agricultural areas and grasslands.  
Flocks of hundreds and sometimes thousands of Horned Lark, Brewer’s 
Blackbird, Red-winged Blackbird, Tricolored Blackbird, Western Meadowlark, 
and Savanna Sparrow forage in a variety of agricultural fields, especially row 
crops (rice, wheat, hay, and alfalfa).  These wintering birds forage on waste grain 
and/or invertebrates.  A few of these species, such as Spotted Towhee, White-
crowned Sparrow, and Golden-crowned Sparrow, depend on fencerows and 
brushy field edges for cover.     

Important Concentration Areas 
Jones & Stokes biologists delineated the ICAs as polygons on a map of the Phase 
1 Area (Figure 1) in the following categories of land cover types:  Open Water 
(five ICAs); Marsh (three ICAs); Flooded Agriculture (10 ICAs); Grassland/ 
Pasture (six ICAs); and Riparian (four ICAs).  Although vernal pools were not 
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mapped as distinct polygons, they are included in Table 2 because they provide a 
distinct set of habitat characteristics that are used by some guilds.  Individual 
ICAs are listed and characterized in Appendix C.   

Polygons were derived by summarizing of all information collected from 
interviews, field visits, and literature searches.  The polygons were originally 
drawn onto a Phase I Area map, and hand-digitized to obtain acreage estimates 
(Appendix C).  The ICAs are subject to change; for various reasons, given ICAs 
may not support large numbers of birds in some years.  An area of apparently 
perfectly suitable shorebird habitat may go unused while a similar area in an 
adjacent field may be teeming with shorebirds (Pandolfino pers. comm.).  
Consequently, Figure 1 should be considered a snapshot of what is in fact a 
highly dynamic system; for example, some areas not identified in this report as 
concentration areas could be used in the future by large numbers of species of 
various guilds.  Similarly, areas identified as ICAs could support limited use in 
subsequent seasons. 

Open Water 
Open Water ICAs are limited in the Phase 1 Area to created wetlands such as 
farm ponds, sewage treatment ponds, and reservoirs.  Water levels fluctuate 
greatly at Camp Far West Reservoir (OW 1); during fall 2002, the low water 
level greatly reduced the number of waterbirds and gulls using this ICA.  Folsom 
Lake (OW 5) consistently harbors tens of thousands to hundreds of thousands of 
roosting gulls each winter, as well as large numbers (thousands) of waterbirds, 
especially Western Grebe and Clark’s Grebe.  The old Lincoln Sewage Ponds 
(OW 3) consistently harbor hundreds of waterbirds and gulls, and as the new 
Lincoln Sewage Ponds (OW 4) develop, they may support even larger numbers 
of these birds (Pandolfino pers. comm.).  

Marsh 
Marsh ICAs are both small and few in the Phase 1 Area.  These marshes change 
in area within and between years due to changes in seasonal and annual rainfall.  
They provide important roosting cover for thousands of blackbirds.  The marsh at 
M 2 harbored about 600 roosting blackbirds during the Lincoln CBC. 

Flooded Agriculture 
The attractiveness of flooded agricultural fields to waterbirds, wading birds, and 
gulls is dynamic:  that is, it depends on rainfall and on site-specific flooding 
cycles and management practices.  

Observations of local bird experts Ed Pandolfino and Todd Easterla and of S. 
Scheidel, a local organic rice farmer, suggest that many waterbirds may be more 
attracted to organic rice fields than to conventionally managed rice fields, but this 
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needs further study.  A comparative study of bird use between conventional 
farms (using fall and spring tillage and pesticides), minimum-tillage farms (using 
reduced tillage), and organic farms (using zero synthetic pesticides) in southeast 
North Dakota showed little or no difference in fall and winter bird use  
(Lokemoen and Beiser 1997).  However, results of a similar study in Nebraska 
suggested that organic cropland sustained a greater abundance (2.6 times higher 
than conventional) and species richness (2.0 times higher than conventional) of 
birds across foraging and migratory guilds, and that organically farmed fields 
provided a larger resource base for birds (Beecher et al. 2002).  

Alternative management practices probably have the greatest affect on 
waterfowl, grassland passerines, and shorebirds, three avian groups that have 
shown declines in recent years (Robbins et al. 1986).  During the winter months, 
especially after the waterfowl-hunting season, large flocks of waterfowl forage in 
flooded rice fields (organic and conventional) and, to a lesser extent, in restored 
and natural marshes and ponds in the FA/M mixed ICA west of Sheridan.  These 
shorebird and waterbird concentrations attract raptors, especially Northern 
Harrier, Peregrine Falcon, and Bald Eagle.  When not flooded, rice fields may 
also attract hundreds of raptors that prey on rodents, including White-tailed Kite, 
Northern Harrier, Red-tailed Hawk, American Kestrel, and Short-eared Owl.   

Grassland/Pasture 
Grassland/Pasture ICAs are larger than any of the wetland ICAs in the Phase I 
Area.  The grasslands and pastures are important for raptors and terrestrial 
landbirds in providing the large expanses of habitat needed to support their 
wintering populations.  Foraging waders, shorebirds, and gulls are attracted to 
these ICAs when prey is readily available, particularly when it is concentrated by 
occasional flooding or disking.  Although several of the ICAs contain vernal pool 
complexes that provide ephemeral and limited habitat for a few species of 
shorebirds, waders, and waterbirds, such complexes are not nearly as important 
to these birds as rice fields and marshes.  However, American Avocets will nest 
in alkali meadows and grasslands adjacent to vernal pools (Silveira 1998).   

CBC data document the importance of Phase 1 Area grasslands, agricultural 
fields, and pastures for supporting large wintering populations of raptors.  
However, the existing CBC dataset is limited in that it only covers 15-mile-
diameter circles and omits many potentially important habitat areas in the Phase 
1 Area.  Based on the limited survey information that was available, the Phase 1 
Area does not support abnormally large raptor populations compared to other, 
similar locations in the eastern Central Valley.  However, it is clear that raptor 
populations supported by these ICAs are indicative of the national importance of 
grasslands throughout the Central Valley for raptors. 

Riparian 
Riparian ICAs provide habitat for arboreal landbirds in the otherwise nearly 
treeless Central Valley section of the Phase 1 Area.  These ICAs are important 
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migration stopover sites for Nearctic and Neotropical migratory songbirds.  
Flocks of hundreds of migrating songbirds have been observed along Auburn 
Ravine (R 2) during storm-related “fall-outs” in September (T. Easterla pers. 
obs.).  Some typical Neotropical migrants that use riparian corridors are Dusky 
Flycatcher, Townsend’s Warbler, Hermit Warbler, and Black-headed Grosbeak.  
Riparian ICAs also provide important nesting habitat for raptors such as 
Cooper’s Hawk, Red-tailed Hawk, Red-shouldered Hawk, Swainson’s Hawk, 
and Great Horned Owl.    
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Personal Communications 
Data on bird distribution and habitat relationships in the Phase 1 Area were 
gathered from the following birders/ornithologists:   

Ted Beedy (Jones & Stokes) 

Todd Easterla (916/638-7007) 

Mike Miller (U.S. Biological Service) (530/756-1946)  

Ed Pandolfino (Sierra Foothill Audubon Society) (916/652-7315) 

 S. Scheidel (Organic rice farmer – phone unlisted) 

John Sterling (Jones & Stokes) 

Bruce Webb (916/797-0535) 

William Widdowson (Jones & Stokes) 



Appendix A 
Comparison of 2002 Lincoln Christmas Bird 

Count (CBC) Results with Results of  
Adjacent Area CBCs 1994–2001 


