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Outreach news

Cooperative conservation could save tricolored blackbirds
Sustainable Conservation, a nonprofit organiza-
tion that seeks practical solutions to environmen-
tal problems. “By building populations now, we 
will avoid the need for a listing in the future,” 
says Sustainable Conservation’s Susan Kester, who 
coordinates the Tricolored Blackbird Working 
Group that created the plan.

While the historical size of the tricolored black-
bird population is unknown, by all accounts it was 
tremendous. Wintering flocks were described as 
darkening the sky in 1853, the species was the most 
common bird in San Diego County in 1870, and a 
roost in Sacramento County was estimated at close 
to 500,000 in 1937, according to the Conservation 
Plan for the Tricolored Blackbird. 

Likewise, the tricolored blackbird can breed in 
huge colonies — the largest in recent years had 
138,000 adults. With the decline of the freshwater 
marshes where they once nested, the birds have 
turned to triticale grown for silage on dairy farms. 
“The fields are flood-irrigated so it looks like a 
marsh, and there’s a grain pile 30 feet away,” Meese 
says. “It seems like nirvana to blackbirds.” 

The conservation plan’s short-term goals include 
buying silage crops on farms with breeding colo-
nies. To facilitate these buyouts, Meese spends the 
April-to-July breeding season monitoring colonies 
in the Central Valley. “My experience with land-
owners has been universally positive,” Meese says. 
“It’s not a case of ‘good guys, bad guys.’ They’re 
just trying to make a living.” 

But to farmers, blackbirds are pests, and in a typi-
cal year only one out of eight colonies breeding in 
triticale is saved. “It’s not a slam dunk — it’s just a 
year-to-year fix,” Kester says.

The plan’s long-term goals include creating more 
freshwater marsh to tempt tricolored blackbirds 
away from farms. This approach is promising 

because when 
given the choice, 
the birds prefer 
nesting in cat-
tails. The birds 
also need a 

For more information:

Tricolored Blackbird Portal
http://tricolor.cain.ucdavis.edu

Tricolored Blackbird Project
www.suscon.org/tricolored_blackbird

A new plan to keep the tricolored blackbird off 
the endangered species list will also benefit 

farmers. Found almost exclusively in California, 
the birds are down to about 260,000. More than half 
of the remaining tricolored blackbirds (Agelaius 
tricolor) nest in Central Valley triticale fields, and 
the crop is ready to harvest before the nestlings are 
ready to fledge. 

“The birds and the farmers both want the triti-
cale at the same time,” says Robert Meese, a UC 
Davis tricolored blackbird expert. “They’re on a col-
lision course.”

Meese is part of an alliance that de-
veloped a voluntary conservation plan 
for the tricolored blackbird. An agree-
ment to implement the plan was signed 
in September 2007 by representatives 
of agricultural industry groups, conser-
vation organizations and government 
agencies, as well as by Rick Standiford, 
ANR associate vice president.

“This is a fine example of how 
cooperative conservation can 

help resolve conflicts between 
agriculture and natural re-

sources,” Standiford says. 
The conservation 
plan was spear-

headed by 

Tricolored blackbird range 
in California

Summer

Winter

Summer and winter
Source: California Spatial Information Library (2002) 
and California Wildlife Habitat Relationships (1999).

Ro
be

rt
 J.

 M
ee

se
/U

C 
Da

vi
s

Ro
be

rt
 J.

 M
ee

se
/U

C 
Da

vi
s



http://CaliforniaAgriculture.ucop.edu  •   APRIL–JUNE 2008   55

convenient source of insects, which females de-
pend on for producing eggs and which are all 
the nestlings eat. Alfalfa and sunflower fields 
provide insects in agricultural areas, while 
shrublands provide them in the wild. Again, 
when given the choice, the birds prefer foraging 
in natural shrublands.

But before restoring breeding habitat, the 
group still needs to know more about the tricol-
ored blackbirds’ basic behavior. “They’re often 
itinerant breeders and may not return to the 
same exact sites each year,” Kester says. “What 
characteristics are they looking for?” 

To find out what attracts the birds, she 
envisions testing various land-management 
techniques in the Kern and San Luis National 
Wildlife Refuges. For example, the birds seem 
to like lush, young growth in wetlands, which 
could be created by controlled burns or disk-
ing. Another priority is setting targets for how 
many birds there should be, and how much 
new breeding habitat they would need to stay 
away from farmers’ fields.

“If there was enough marsh, I think that to 
a large extent the problem would go away,” 
Meese says. Then dairy farmers would be able 
to make a living and the tricolored blackbird 
would be able to keep on living.   
          — Robin Meadows

Research news

Plans to control light brown 
apple moth stir controversy

The light brown apple moth, an exotic invader that feeds on 
hundreds of native plants and agricultural crops, continues to 

gain a foothold in California, but controversy swirls over how to 
control it.

State plans call for aerial applications of pheromones over parts 
of nine quarantined counties: Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, 
Monterey, San Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz 
and Solano. The applications could start as early as June in a few 
areas, says Kevin Hoffman, primary state entomologist with 
the California Department of Food and Agriculture (CDFA) in 
Sacramento. (CDFA also applied aerial pheromones in Santa Cruz 
and Monterey counties in fall 2007.)

First detected on Feb. 27, 2007, in Berkeley (Alameda County), 
the light brown apple moth (Epiphyas postvittana) may have ar-
rived in California via nursery stock from its native Australia, sci-
entists speculate. A statewide survey conducted in 2005 found no 
signs of the leafroller moth, says Curtis Takahashi, biologist with 
CDFA’s Pest Detection/Emergency Projects in San Jose.

According to CDFA, the light brown apple moth threatens the 
state’s multibillion-dollar agricultural industry by potentially 
destroying, stunting or deforming young seedlings; spoiling the 
appearance of ornamental plants; and injuring citrus, grapes and 
deciduous fruit tree crops (also, see page 57). 

However, of greater concern to growers is the threat of export re-
strictions imposed on California crops by trading partners. Already, 
Mexico and Canada have restricted imports of crops and plants 
from infested areas; China has taken steps toward such restrictions. 
Others — including Chile, Korea, Peru and South Africa — list 
the moth as a quarantine pest and might require certification 
that a California export is pest-free. 

“Trade restrictions would cause the greatest hardship on the 
fruit, vegetable and nursery industries that export to foreign coun-
tries or sell to other states,” notes Lucia Varela, UC integrated pest 

Due to habitat loss, colonies of tricolored blackbirds 
have been nesting in fields of triticale, but the crop 
is usually harvested before nestlings have fledged. A 
new agreement will help restore the bird’s habitat. 
Facing page left, tricolored blackbirds at Owens Creek 
in Merced County; facing page right, a nest containing 
four eggs in triticale; above, a male tricolored blackbird 
in the breeding season; below, a colony in a triticale 
field adjacent to a dairy in Kern County.

Mark Bolda, farm advisor for strawberries and cane berries in Santa Cruz, 
Monterey and San Benito counties, demonstrates one method of sampling for 
leafroller pests in blackberry. This method would be useful for sampling for the 
light brown apple moth.
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