Rock climbing and
nesting birds at
Joshua Tree

A recent study at Joshua
Tree National Park (California)
recommended that “in areas of
widespread climbing activity,
monitoring programs should
be instituted to evaluate spa-
tial and temporal fluctuations
of bird species and changes in
numbers of invasive species
that may threaten the integ-
rity of native bird communi-
ties” (Camp, R. J., and R. L.
Knight. 1998. Rock climbing
and cliff bird communities at
Joshua Tree National Park,
California. Wildlife Society Bul-
letin 26(4):892-98). The study
revealed that bird species and
bird behavior differed among
moderately climbed cliffs, cliffs
with many popular climbing
routes, and cliffs that were not
climbed. The study sites did not
differ in height, length, verti-
cality, or exposure. However,
the unclimbed cliffs were at
greater distances from park-



ing lots and campgrounds than
the climbed cliffs.

Four bird species were seen
on cliffs where no one
climbed, five on moderately
climbed cliffs, and three on
cliffs with many popular climb-
ing routes. Species with broad
ecological niches such as the
American robin and invasive
species such as the house
finch, the European starling,
and the brown-headed cow-
bird were seen only on
climbed cliffs. For example,
house finches were 69% more
numerous on popular cliffs
than on unclimbed cliffs. The
distribution of birds in front of
cliff faces was not uniform. The
percentage of birds on cliff
faces was higher on unclimbed
cliffs than on popular cliffs. On
unclimbed cliffs, birds more
often were seen perched on the
cliff face. On popular cliffs,
birds were seen flying regard-
less of the presence or absence
of humans. In the presence of
humans, more birds were at a
distance from the cliff faces,
suggesting anthropogenic
changes in the spatial distribu-
tion of the birds and anthro-
pogenic disruption of breed-
ing, foraging, and predator
detection by nesting birds and
their fledged young.





