The Clty of Albuquerque’s Bosque Clearing Project

by Gadl Garber

All of us at Hawks Aloft understand and suppore fuel reduction clear-
ing efforts, based upon sound reasoning, and within the bounds of the law,
to reduce the fire danger in urban areas. There are many entities, such as
the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District, and the NM State Land
Office, who conducted brush remeoval activities during the fall and winter
of 2003-04, with little or no loss of avian life. The City of Albuquerque did
not show such consideration for avian conservation, however, when
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they chose to begin their clearing activities in May 2004, at the
height of the breeding bird season, in clear viclation of the Migratory
Bird Treaty Act (META),

The last Willow Flycatcher survey of 2004,

I loaded up my pack, gathered my binocs, tape player, and GPS
unit, and set off in the luminous pre-dawn glow. Normally, one
would expect to hear the riotous cacophony of a myriad of bird
species each singing their unique dawn songs. The site was designat-
ed as potential flycatcher habitat, but today, it was like walking into a
tomb. Mo bird song greeted me other than one lonely towhee
singing from distant shrubs, Today, it came as no surprise.

The actual flycatcher site was still 174 mile away, close to the
river. To get there, | had to walk through the barren wasteland that had
formerly held prime nesting habitat for many riparian songbirds. Now, all
that remained was a cottonwood canopy, with piles of wood chips blanket-
ing the soil, devoid of all vegetation lower than 40 feet. However, as |
neared the flycatcher area, | began to hear riotous song, followed immedi-
ately by the ceaseless kekking of the female Cooper’s Hawk defending her
niest with three nestlings, A coyotes incessant barking warned me of its
turf near the remaining densely vegetated area,

The site was Graham property which, in 1981 and 982, had the high-
est avian densities of all the transects in the landmark Hink and Ohmart
study of bird and vegetation communities. We re-established 41 of their
transects for our comparison study, twenty years later. In December, wa
began surveying these transects three times monthly throughout the year,
Preliminary results show that this property remained among the most
densely populated, It appeared to be an avian paradise,

This spring, just as in the past hundreds of springs, birds returned from
their wintering grounds, occupied territories, and began nesting. In 2004,
we documented record numbers of active raptor nests in the Middle Rio
Grande Valley with |7 Great Horned Owl, and 67 Cooper’s Hawlks, 16 of
which occurred within the boundaries of the Rio Grande Valley State Park.
It was the start of a very promising field season along the Rio Grande
riparian corridor. However, as early as March, we began to hear ominous
warnings about the City of Albuquerque’s {City) plans to remaove under-
story growth to reduce fire danger during the nesting season. We were
concerned about the potential impact to nesting birds, and | contacted Law
Enforcement (LE) at the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) regarding
our concerns, but was told that the USPWS Ecological Field Services
Office was handling this project. and that things were under control,

although no specific information was provided.

Others in the conservation community shared our concerns. Central
Mew Mexico Audubon Socisty sent a letter to Mayor Martin Chavez, alert-
ing the City to the presence of numerous bird species that nest in the
bosque, Other groups began expressing verbal concerns as well. We wait-
ed anxiously to see what would happan,

On April 30, 2004, one of our field staff watched as a crew of 10412
men operated a wood chipper directly beneath an active Great Horned
Orwl nest. A young owl peered anxiously over the edge. The following
Monday morning | was on the phone to Law Enforcement, the City, and
Ecological Services Field Office.

On May 6, we attended a meeting at the Ecological Services Field
Office regarding this issue. Also attending were representatives from the
City, Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District (MRGCD), US Army Corps
of Engineers (USACE), Albuquerque Fire Department, and the Bureau of
Reclamation. Allegra Hanson, President of the HAl Board of Directors, and
| represented Hawks Aloft. We distributed a written statement about our
research in the bosque and the number of currently known active raptor
nests, Ve asked many questions about conservation measures and mitiga-
tion plans for the clearing project. We expressed serious concern about
the potential number of nesting birds that would be killed during unre-
stricted clearing operations. We also asked about the planning process of
the City. The bosque fires of 2003 occurred at the end of June, Why did
this not become a “crisis” until April of 2004, nine months later!

To our dismay, we received no reassuring answers to any of our ques-
tions, nor did the City have a plan in place to reduce take (the USFWS
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