Cowbird impacts assessed
at Carlsbad Caverns

As in many parks, parasitism of
songbird nests by cowbirds is a
concern at Carlsbad Caverns Na-
tional Park (New Mexico). For the
past three years, park biologists
have been monitoring songbird
nests in the Rattlesnake Springs ri-
parian habitat to determine the ex-
tent and effects of brood parasitism
by the brown-headed cowbird.
They found considerably higher
parasitism of the state-endangered
Bell's vireo than in other songbird
species. Cowbirds parasitized 13 of
15 (87%) Bell's vireo nests in 1997,
causing abandonment in 6 of the
completed nests. By July 1998,
cowbirds had parasitized 19 of 25
(76%) Bell's vireo nests, causing
abandonment in 11 nests.

Cowbird parasitism is a grow-
ing concern at Rattlesnake
Springs. As of mid-July 1998, bi-
ologists had found 52 cowbird
eggs in all nests, compared to 30
in 1997, and 13 in 1996. The high
incidence of multiple cowbird
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eggs being laid in vireo nests (2.0 eggs per
nest in 1998) is an indication that cowbird egg
production can outpace the breeding capac-
ity of preferred hosts. The high rate of parasit-
ism on Bell's vireo is alarming and could lead
to an unstable population that is susceptible
to extirpation. These numbers indicate that the
continued presence of Bell's vireo at Rattle-
snake Springs is at risk, requiring long-term
monitoring and management action.

To reduce the impacts of cowbirds, the park
has removed horses from Rattlesnake Springs,
buried powerlines that were commonly used
as perches by cowbirds, and removed or addled
cowbird eggs from Bell's vireo nests. Future
management actions may include increasing the
riparian habitat and trapping cowbirds.



