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Southern Colorado Plateau
Network: Who We Are

The Southern Colorado Plateau Network (SCPN) is one 
of  32 National Park Service Inventory and Monitor-
ing Networks across the country established to collect, 
organize, analyze, and synthesize natural resource data 
and information about national parks, and provide the 
results in a variety of  formats useful to natural resource 
managers.

SCPN comprises 19 national park units located through-
out the diverse landscapes of  northern Arizona, north-
western New Mexico, the Diné Nation, southwestern 
Colorado, and southern Utah.

Most importantly, we are a community of  individuals 
who collectively love the Colorado Plateau. 
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An exciting new science journal for our 
region courtesy of  Petrified Forest National 
Park. 
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A scrumptious note from the field on di-
etary restrictions while on the job and in a 
remote setting.
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A spotlight on a partner that gets a little 
bit batty!
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Remembering a beautiful week last spring. That time of  
year when a rough winter is finally in the rearview mirror 

and plants are revealing their first blooms. The Plateau is 
spectacular in all seasons, don’t get me wrong, but there is just 
something special about spring, and there was no better time to 
receive an incredibly special guest. 

Welcome to the Plateau!
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Spotted Bat/NPS

From left to right: Matthew Johnson (SCPN Program Manager), Mary-
Anne Schrade (SCPN/NCPN Management Support Specialist), Meg White 
(IMD Division Lead), Megan Swan (SCPN Botanist), David Rakestraw 
(SCPN Hydrologic Technician), Stacy Stumpf  (SCPN Aquatic Ecologist), 
and Laura Ploughe (SCPN Interdisciplinary Ecologist/Data Manager).

Meg is no stranger to the Colorado Plateau, as she earned a PhD 
from and served as a Reserach Scientist/Faculty at Arizona State 
University for several years. Although she is familiar with SCPN 
parks and monuments, we tried to share these special places 
with her anew, from a NPS perspective. First up was Canyon 
de Chelly National Monument located in the heart of  the Diné 
Nation where we monitor bird populations, groundwater, and 
water quality. Keith Lyons, the extremely knowledgeable and 
always hospitable Integrated Resource Program Manager, took 
us below the rim to the canyon floor to show some of  the great 
riparian restoration work they are doing.

Meg White, the NPS Inventory and Monitoring Division Lead, 
visited the Southern Colorado Plateau Network last spring, and 
we were so happy for not only the awesome company, but also 
to share our beautiful region with someone we know respects 
and loves it too.

From left to right: Laura Ploughe, Keith Lyons (Canyon de Chelly Na-
tional Monument Integrated Resource Manager/Archaeologist), Mat-
thew Johnson, and Meg White. Photograph by Meg White

Photo by Chris Calvo

From left to right: Laura Ploughe, Meg White, and Mark Szydlo 
(Flagstaff  Area National Monuments Biologist) at Walnut Canyon 
National Monument. Photograph by Matthew Johnson

Next, we visited Walnut Canyon National Monument, another 
culturally rich park in our area. We met up with the very skilled 
and hard-working Biologist Mark Szydlo, and he took us on a 
beautiful hike to do a daytime follow-up survey for one of  the 
species they survey for, the threatened Mexican Spotted Owl. 
We were incredibly fortunate to see a juvenile and an adult, and 
many smiles were shared all around. 

Finally, many of  our staff  met Meg at the picturesque Picture 
Canyon Natural and Cultural Preserve on the outskirts of  
Flagstaff, AZ for a hike where we shared some local history, 
pointed out many edible and medicinal plants, and saw some 
incredible petroglyphs created by the Northern Sinagua people 
between 700 and 1300 CE.

Thank you, Meg, for the meaningful visit, and a chance to get 
to know you. We hope you come back real soon. 

https://www.nps.gov/cach/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/cach/index.htm
https://home.nps.gov/articles/imr-riparian-ecosystems.htm#:~:text=The%20%27Riparian%20Area%20Restoration%20Project,invasives%20and%20restore%20native%20vegetation.
https://www.nps.gov/im/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/waca/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/mexican-spotted-owl.htm
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The Lithodendron - A New, Regional Science Journal		

It is a rare and remarkable thing to have a science and history 
journal focused on a specific region, but thankfully that is ex-

actly what several incredible scientists at Petrified Forest National 
Park (PEFO) and partners at the Petrified Forest Field Institute 
(PFFI) have brought to us all.

Courtesy of the Amazing Scientists at Petrified Forest National Park

Photo by Chris Calvo

The open-access and peer reviewed journal is called the 
Lithodendron, meaning “stone tree”, which is also the name of  a 
prominent wash and intermittent creek within the park boundaries. 
The wash was named by U.S. Army Lieutenant Amiel Whipple, 
who was surveying for a railroad route in the area in 1853 and 
was very impressed by the amount of  petrified wood lining the 
banks. A more perfect name for a journal for this region I cannot 
imagine. Lithodendron was a dream of  Dr. William “Bill” Parker 
(Paleontologist and Integrated Resource Program Manager) 
and Matthew Brown (former fossil preparator at PEFO). It was 
brought to reality by the vision and dedication of  Jonathan Hardes 
(Archaeology Lead), with support from Adam Marsh (Paleontology 
Lead), Bill, and PFFI. The region it focuses on is equally stunning 
in its beauty, richness of  scientific research, and cultural history, 
consisting of  much of  the southern Colorado Plateau, including of  
course, the vast Petrified Forest and Painted Desert.

Articles in the inaugural issue include: 

Resilience of  the Gladiator Milkvetch (J. Schively) Full Article
Hiding among eroding badlands, hoodoos, and ephemeral washes of  Petrified Forest Nation-
al Park is a rare endemic plant with a peculiar name, the Gladiator milkvetch (Astragalus 
xiphoides). How are populations doing today compared to a survey from 1989?

Predation of  Turkey Vultures by Golden Eagles in Walnut Canyon 
(J. Hardes and M. Szydlo) Full Article

Golden Eagles (Aquila chrysaetos) and their diets have been studied 
extensively in North America and beyond. Our study reveals a much 

higher proportion of  Turkey Vulture (Cathartes aura) prey remains than is reported 
from any other Golden Eagle study in the country.

The Allokotosaur Assemblage from a Multitaxic 
Bonebed at Petrified Forest (A. Marsh, C.A. Sidor, and 
E. A. Smith) Full Article

This discovery at this specific locality is important because 
it preserves teeth of  Trilophosaurus phasmalophos in a maxilla that may 
help resolve taxonomic uncertainty in that genus.

And so much more! Here is to the Lithodendron, and to all the future volumes.

Gladiator Milkvetch 
(Astragalus 
xiphoides)

Photo by Hallie 
Larsen /NPS

For questions, 
manuscript sub-

mittal, and prepa-
ration guidelines 
contact Editor, 

Jonathan Hardes 
at jonathan_hard-

es@nps.gov

Pueblo Period Archaeofauna of  the Petrified Forest: A Baseline Synthesis (J. Hardes) Full Article
Petrified Forest National Park is widely known for its Late Triassic Period fossils. This first-time 
summary of  the park’s Pueblo Period archaeofauna spans much of  the currently known spectrum 
of  human presence in North America, or more than 13,000 years.

Lithodendron logo and cover image designed by Jon Hardes

https://www.nps.gov/pefo/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/pefo/index.htm
https://www.petrifiedforestfieldinstitute.org/
https://petrifiedforestfieldinstitute.org/lithodendron/
https://petrifiedforestfieldinstitute.org/lithodendron/lithodendron/volume-1/resilience-of-the-gladiator-milkvetch/
https://petrifiedforestfieldinstitute.org/lithodendron/lithodendron/volume-1/predation-of-turkey-vultures-by-golden-eagles-in-walnut-canyon/
https://petrifiedforestfieldinstitute.org/lithodendron/lithodendron/volume-1/the-allokotosaur-assemblage-from-a-multitaxic-bonebed-at-petrified-forest/
mailto:jonathan_hardes%40nps.gov%20?subject=
mailto:jonathan_hardes%40nps.gov%20?subject=
https://petrifiedforestfieldinstitute.org/lithodendron/lithodendron/volume-1/pueblo-period-archaeofauna-of-the-petrified-forest-a-baseline-synthesis/
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The Yellow-billed Cuckoo: A Rare Discovery in a Rare Habitat

You won’t likely hear 
a more distinct sound 

beneath the canopy of  
willow and cottonwood 
trees. An abrupt rapping, 
like someone loudly 
banging two rocks together 
seven or eight times. The 
unique sound comes from 
a beautiful, medium sized 
bird, with a white neck 
and breast, rusty colored 
back and top of  head, and 
the striking bill it’s named 
after: the Yellow-billed 
Cuckoo.

Interview by Christopher Calvo

SCPN partners find a Threatened species on the Puerco River in Petrified Forest

Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus) - Photo by Peter Pearsall/USFWS

This federally threated 
bird is a riparian obligate 
species, meaning it needs 
increasingly rare riparian 
habitat to survive. 

Tamrisx 
ramosissima flowers.
Photo by W Lauzon 

(CC BY-NC)

Native willow species.
Photo by Justin Hobert/NPS

4

Though preferred ecosystems might exist, rare as they are, it is even rarer to actually have a Yellow-
billed Cuckoo occupying it, let alone two of  them. There has been only one record of  a Yellow-

billed Cuckoo in this area, but even then, the details and date of  the detection are unclear. 
So, when a plan was put into place at the park to restore native trees along 
the banks of  the Puerco River, it was important to determine if  the Yellow-

billed Cuckoo was present before disturbing the existing 
habitat. Through the Southern Colorado Plateau 

Network’s partnership with The Institute for 
Bird Populations, we were able to get the park 
the answers they were looking for. 

The crew, led by Steven Albert, detected two Yellow-billed Cuckoo’s during two separate trips 
to the Puerco River. In addition to the cuckoo, 41 other bird species were detected along 
the river. This bird biodiversity, and the presence of  a threatened riparian obligate species 
shows how special the Puerco River in Petrified Forest National Park truly is. 

Further Reading: Full Report or Publication Brief

On the southern Colorado Plateau where there are large expanses of  high elevation deserts, what riparian habitat 
exists is typically dominated by invasive tamarisk trees (primarily Tamarix ramosissima), and genrally not suitable for 
the Yellow-billed Cuckoo’s needs. But every once and again, a gem in the rough exists, like in Petrified Forest National 
Park where the green ribbon of  the Puerco River winds its way through sandstone and the remnants of  ancient 
fossilized trees. Here the habitat is mixed. Native trees like Fremont cottonwood (Populus fremontii) and Coyote 
Willow (Salix exigua) still grow alongside the non-natives, creating a multi-tiered habitat preferred by the cuckoo. 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/western-yellow-billed-cuckoo.htm#:~:text=The%20yellow%2Dbilled%20cuckoo%20is%20a%20slim%2C%20long%2Dtailed,contrasts%20with%20its%20white%20underparts.
https://www.nps.gov/articles/western-yellow-billed-cuckoo.htm#:~:text=The%20yellow%2Dbilled%20cuckoo%20is%20a%20slim%2C%20long%2Dtailed,contrasts%20with%20its%20white%20underparts.
https://www.birdpop.org/
https://www.birdpop.org/
https://irma.nps.gov/DataStore/DownloadFile/706322
https://irma.nps.gov/DataStore/DownloadFile/706527
https://www.nps.gov/pefo/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/pefo/index.htm
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When discussing fieldwork, the question of  
food and water is critical, and often the most 

important when contemplating the feasibility of  a 
particular lengthy survey period, often called a hitch. 
Planning food for a hitch sometimes becomes an 
interesting exercise when you have a specialized diet, 
including veganism, vegetarianism, or (in my case) 
having celiac disease and eating gluten-free.

Being celiac means knowing the components of  your food, 
the base ingredients inside and out to avoid any accidental 
glutening. Checking for sneaky inclusions like wheat as 
a binding agent (such as in granola bars) or soy sauce 
(which uses wheat as a source of  sugar) is a must. Beef  
jerky? Check for soy sauce as a marinade. Teriyaki? No go. 
Tortilla chips, a total yes. So many great options are out 
there, but always read the ingredients list carefully.

Notes from the Field: Celiac in the Back Country
Eating Specialized while Camping and Backpacking

By Jane Bailey

For the 2024 field season, I was working for the 
Institute for Bird Populations and the Southern 
Colorado Plateau Network as an Avian Point Count 
Technician. I was part of  a small team that conducts 
point counts for birds in several southwestern national 
parks and monuments. The data collected informs 
scientists and park managers of  population densities 
and movements of  species. 

A morning in the field is typically busy and always 
early. Breakfasts are planned to be something quick, 
full of  enough carbohydrates and protein to keep 
going during a hard hike, and that can be thrown into 
a backpack without a fuss. After the alarm goes off  
at 4:20 a.m., it’s moving hard till around noon. Field 
paperwork is finalized after we return to camp and 
surveys are completed. Camp chores, like restocking 
water and moving camp, if  necessary, take place in the 
late afternoon. Cooking reasonably low effort meals 
on a two-burner propane camp stove is saved for the 
evening. As we rise with the birds at first light, we are 
often asleep at dusk to prepare for the next day. 

Meal planning can get rather interesting (or 
complicated, depending on your persuasion) if  you 
have a specialized diet. I have celiac disease, in 
addition to being dairy free. My body does not digest 
gluten, and I would be sick for several days if  it were 
consumed, colloquially called a “glutening” or “being 
glutened”.

On the Menu - A creative, gluten free/vegan camp meal of  chickpeas, toma-
toes, black edamame, and greens, all over rice cakes. Photo by Ashley Doyle

Field Table - A good look at an example of  a field camp kitchen at Mesa 
Verde National Park. Photo by Jane Bailey.

Eating gluten free, and by extension wheat free, sounds easy 
enough (which certainly is in that you follow one rule: no 
wheat!) but in practice can induce the occasional creative 
headache. 

Many of  my field mates, also with specialized diets, watch 
out for gelatin in marshmallows and are prudent in finding 
a source of  plant protein that works with their lifestyle. 
Canned fish and packaged chicken go out the window in 
favor of  lentils, beans, chickpeas and greens, hitting center 
stage.

Each adherence carries its own set of  safe and go-to 
meals. Cooking meals can range from highly energy 
intensive meal preps for an upcoming hitch on off-days 
(the hardcore technicians and backpacking aficionados 
will make their own dehydrated meals, reconstituted in 
camp with boiling water) or keeping meal prep as simple 
as keeping stocked on a rotating list of  packaged favorites. 
Protein bars, fresh fruits, fresh vegetables, and bagged 
snacks like crackers and chips, are regular go-rounds in my 
camp kitchen.

It’s quite an engaging project to create a cohesive menu 
of  variety, shelf-stability, packability, and nutrition. One 
technician’s source of  reliable protein (meat sticks, maybe 
peanut butter) could be the last thing desired on someone 
else’s list. Each practice carries its own creative burdens.



Here is to you, Bob!

Partner Profile: Maggie Johnston, Natural Resource Specialist
Conservation Management Institution - Virginia Tech

We’re proud to introduce one of  our newest partners 
on the Colorado Plateau, Maggie Johnston. Maggie 

will be heading up the field portion of  the collaborative and 
massive bat project we’ve all helped put together. It involves 
surveying for bats and testing for white-nose syndrome at 
20 parks and monuments in the Southern and Northern 
Colorado Plateau Networks. Let’s get to know one of  the 
amazing ecologists behind it all.

every opportunity he has given me, especially allowing 
me to be part of  this project. 

Honestly, he is the sole person who got me into bats. I 
have always admired bats. I remember when one got 
into our house when I was young and my mom freaked 
out and then another time when there was one chilling 
from our carport ceiling, but that’s it. Mike St Germain 
is the Batman who made me into Batgirl! I am so 
grateful that life has led me on this path to contribute 
to science and conservation and I am excited to see 
what is for me further down the road.  

Maggie Johnston doing what she loves. After a long night of  mist 
netting in the dark, it is always nice to get a bat. Photo by Cordie 
Diggins

Spotted Bat (Euderma maculatum)
Photo by Ian Routley (CC BY-NC)
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Where did you grow up and where are you currently living?

I grew up in the Shenandoah Valley of  Virginia. When 
I was born, my parents and older sister were living on 
Massanutten Mountain at the time, but we moved when I 
was still really small into Rockingham County, and ROCO 
was all I knew until I went to college. I went to Virginia 
Tech in 2018, graduated and started working with the 
Conservation Management Institute of  Virginia Tech 
in 2022 and called Blacksburg and Christiansburg home 
until 2023 when I temporarily moved out to Arizona to 
start the field work for our work on the Colorado Plateau. 
I became a North Carolina resident with my now fiancé 
in 2024, and I do field work and work remotely for CMI/
Virginia Tech now, while living in a small area called 
Belews Creek outside of  Winston Salem, North Carolina. 

At what point did you realize you wanted to contribute to 
science/conservation?

My dad was passionate about wildlife and the outdoors 
and shared that passion for me, and that translated into 
me wanting to pursue higher education and a career in the 
field once I discovered it was possible while in high school. 

Honestly, once I found out Virginia Tech had 
a program for wildlife conservation, I was 

ready to jump in headfirst. Additionally, 
there is a class all wildlife conservation 

majors must take, and it is there that I 
connected with my now boss, whom 

I have learned so much from and 
I would not be where I am today 

in this field without him! I am 
incredibly thankful for the 
mentor he has been and 

https://www.nps.gov/im/ncpn/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/im/ncpn/index.htm
https://cmi.vt.edu/
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What’s an interesting fact about you?

During our spring 2024 hitch, my field crew and I 
found two puppies in the middle of  the road outside of  
Hovenweep National Monument! One of  the puppies 
went with a family back to Oregon who was also at the 
Hovenweep campground, and the other one came all the 
way back home to North Carolina with me! Her name 
is Woodie; she is named after Woody’s Tavern in Moab. 
She was only about 6-8 weeks old when we picked her 
up and is almost a year old now. We found her right at 
the end of  our hitch, so we only had about a day or two 
of  field work left before we had to hit the road back east 
and she did wonderfully the whole time. I’m so glad we 
found her!  *See below for pic of  Woodie

The one and only Woodie helping with field work :)

What is the project you will be working on with us and 
what do you hope to accomplish with it? 

I am working on the Colorado Plateau White-nose 
syndrome monitoring project to monitor the effects of  
white-nose syndrome on bats within your region.

Interview conducted by Christopher Calvo

Maggie Johnston doing what she loves. After a long night of  mist 
netting in the dark, it is always nice to get a bat. Photo by Cordie 
Diggins

Eastern Red Bat (Lasiurus borealis)
Photo by Judy Gallager (CC BY)

We are monitoring these bat species 
in two ways: through capture and 
through acoustic monitoring. The 
capture is done overnight, using 
mist nets that we set up and 
monitor at night while the bats 
are active, and as we catch the 
bats in the nets, we remove them 
from the nets, take measurements 
from the bats and swab them for the 
fungus that causes white-nose syndrome, 
Pseudogymnoascus destructans, or Pd. 
On the acoustic monitoring side of  things, we 
have acoustic recording units set up to record bat calls 
year-round (12 months, continuously) that we check 
a couple times a year. During our checks, we swap 
out SD cards and make sure all parts of  the acoustic 
recording units (ARU’s) are working properly (including 
the detectors, solar panels, microphones, batteries, 
and charge controllers). The data the ARU’s collect 
is put through computer software that tells us what 
species were in the area at a specific time and date. This 
information will start to help us understand activity 
levels of  bats as white-nose syndrome makes its way 
into the Colorado Plateau and surrounding areas.

Do you have a favorite bat species?

On the east coast, you can’t go wrong with the Eastern 
red bat! But in the desert, I couldn’t get enough of  the 
little guys, especially the fringed myotis who has some 
super cute fringe hairs along its uropatagium. I also 
got lucky with two spotted bat captures, and those are 
some amazing critters!

Are there any particular parks that you are excited to work 
in?

I visited Mesa Verde National Park in the fall of  2023 
and thought it was so beautiful, so getting back there 
for work is exciting. I am excited to explore the parks 
we get to work in around the Flagstaff  area too, such 
as Walnut Canyon National Monument, Sunset Crater 
National Monument, and Wupatki National Monument.

Truly look forward to working with you Maggie, and 
hopefully Woodie too at the dog friendly parks!

https://www.nps.gov/hove/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/what-is-white-nose-syndrome.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/what-is-white-nose-syndrome.htm
https://www.nps.gov/meve/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/waca/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/sucr/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/sucr/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/wupa/index.htm
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“Even a wounded world is feeding us. Even a 
wounded world holds us, giving us moments 
of wonder and joy. I choose joy over despair. 
Not because I have my head in the sand, but 
because joy is what the earth gives me daily and 
I must return the gift.” - Robin Wall Kimmerer                                           

Newsletter designed and written by (unless noted)
 Christopher Calvo

2025 SCPN Field Schedule

C. Griffing/NPS
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