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Executive Summary 

The Upper Rio Grande Gorge, Rio San Antonio Gorge, and Orilla Verde Recreation Area are 

important sites for breeding raptors in northern New Mexico and southern Colorado. In 2000, 

Hawks Aloft, Inc. was contracted to conduct distribution and productivity surveys of breeding 

raptors in the region. These surveys, although variable in survey area, effort, and species 

monitored, were continued from 2003 to 2007, 2010 (with a different contractor and protocol), 

and 2011. This report summarizes results from 2011 and provides a review of results from 

previous survey years. Funding for 2011 was delayed until fairly late in the raptor breeding 

season, and surveys were not initiated until 1 June 2011. Fifteen previously undocumented raptor 

nest sites were discovered, bringing the total number of documented sites to 92. A total of two 

occupied territories and 17 active nest sites, representing five raptor species, were documented in 

2011. Of the active sites, reproductive success was determined at 16 sites. All sites with known 

fates were successful, but due to the late start, any sites that failed or fledged chicks before June 

were not included in the sample. A minimum of 28 chicks were fledged, resulting in an average 

productivity of 1.75 chicks per site. Productivity was highest for Ferruginous Hawk (3.00, n=1), 

Prairie Falcon (2.40, n=5) and Peregrine Falcon (2.00, n=2), and lowest for Red-tailed Hawk 

(1.25, n=4) and Golden Eagle (1.00, n=4). A variety of factors decrease the strength of 

productivity results for this study, and gauging the validity of inter-year comparisons is difficult. 

Surveys conducted from 2003-2007 were most similar in methodology to 2011, and the number 

of successful sites in 2011 were similar to the 2003-2007 mean. Because the delayed initiation of 

2011 surveys likely resulted in an underestimation of failed sites, comparisons of nest success 

and productivity are difficult. Despite drought conditions during the 2010-2011 water year, 

productivity at successful nest sites was relatively high in 2011. 
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Introduction  

The Upper Rio Grande Gorge, Orilla Verde Recreation Area, and the Rio San Antonio Gorge are 

important areas for nesting raptors in north-central New Mexico, as well as migration corridors 

for many other raptor species. This relatively undeveloped area includes an abundance of cliff 

walls that provide an ideal nesting substrate for many raptor species including Golden Eagle 

(Aquila chrysaetos), Prairie Falcon (Falco mexicanus), Peregrine Falcon (F. peregrinus), Red-

tailed Hawk (Buteo jamaicensis), and Great Horned Owl (Bubo virginianus). Over the past two 

decades, recreational use of the Upper Rio Grande Gorge and Orilla Verde Recreation Area has 

substantially increased. Activities such as boating, fishing, hiking, and cycling can potentially 

have adverse impacts on nesting raptors (Call 1978, New Mexico Avian Protection Working 

Group 2005, Watson and Dennis 1992). All raptor species and their nests are protected under the 

Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918. Bald Eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) and Golden Eagles 

receive further protection under the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act of 1940.  

 

Prior to 2000, little information concerning the status of raptors in the Upper Rio Grande Gorge 

region was available, and official surveys had not occurred since the 1980s. In 2000, the Taos 

Field Office of the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) contracted Hawks Aloft, Inc. to conduct 

a survey of the breeding raptor population in the Upper Rio Grande Gorge. In 2003, this work 

was extended to include the Orilla Verde Recreation Area and the Rio San Antonio Gorge, and 

these surveys were continued through 2007. In 2009, only Golden Eagle sites in the Upper Rio 

Grande Gorge were monitored. Full surveys were reinstated in 2010, but were not conducted by 

Hawks Aloft, Inc., and a different protocol was followed. For the first time since 2007, Hawks 

Aloft conducted surveys for all raptor species in the full survey area in 2011. The primary 
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purpose of this project is to document raptor distribution, productivity, and population trends in 

the project area in order to assist the BLM in the development of management decisions that may 

impact raptor populations. This report documents the results of 2011 breeding raptor surveys and 

also summarizes findings from past survey years. 
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Study Area 

Surveys were conducted in three areas in northern New Mexico and southern Colorado: the 

Upper Rio Grande Gorge, the Rio San Antonio Gorge, and the Orilla Verde Recreation Area 

(Figure 1). These sites occur in Taos and Rio Arriba counties, New Mexico, and in Conejos and 

Costilla counties, Colorado. 

 

The Upper Rio Grande Gorge survey area covers approximately 66 kilometers of river from the 

John Dunn Bridge in New Mexico to the Lobatos Bridge in southern Colorado. The John Dunn 

Bridge is located approximately four kilometers west of the town of Arroyo Hondo, and the 

Lobatos Bridge crosses the Rio Grande approximately 13 kilometers north of the Colorado-New 

Mexico border. The Rio Grande begins to cut into the layered basalt of the Taos Plateau just 

south of the Lobatos Bridge where the Upper Gorge technically begins. The gorge is 

approximately 60 meters wide and 45 meters deep at the New Mexico-Colorado border. The 

gorge meanders south and gradually widens and deepens, reaching its maximum size at the Wild 

Rivers Area where it is approximately one kilometer across and 250 meters deep. Continuing 

south, the canyon narrows and becomes shallower again; at the John Dunn Bridge it is 

approximately 0.4 kilometers wide and 100 meters deep. 

 

The Taos Plateau is flanked by the alluvial fans of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains to the east, 

and the Tusas Mountains to the west. The plateau is dotted with numerous cinder cones and a 

few widely scattered, large shield volcanoes. The elevation of the Taos Plateau along the canyon 

rim ranges from 2,072 meters at the John Dunn Bridge to about 2,316 meters in southern 

Colorado. Habitat on the Taos Plateau can be generally categorized as Great Basin desert shrub 
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with big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata) as the major shrub component. From the John Dunn 

Bridge north through the Wild Rivers Area, the east rim of the gorge is predominantly pinyon-

juniper woodland, containing Colorado pinyon pine (Pinus edulis) and juniper (Juniperus sp.). 

Some of the larger side canyons contain mixed conifer woodland with ponderosa pine (Pinus 

ponderosa) and Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii). The west rim is primarily juniper savanna 

and shrub/grassland habitat, with pinyon-juniper woodland becoming dominant along the Wild 

Rivers Area. Both the east and west rim from Sheep Crossing north to the Lobatos Bridge are 

mainly shrub/grassland and sparse shrub/grassland with scattered areas of juniper savanna. The 

bottom of the Rio Grande Gorge consists of riparian woodland, with areas of mixed conifer 

woodland occurring mainly in the southern portion of the survey area north through the Wild 

Rivers Area. This reach of the Rio Grande Gorge has large, widely scattered mature ponderosa 

pines along the canyon bottom in close proximity to the river. North of the Wild Rivers Area the 

canyon bottom narrows and few trees are found in this portion of the survey area.  

 

The Orilla Verde Recreation Area begins just north of the town of Pilar, New Mexico and 

follows the Rio Grande north for approximately 10 kilometers to the point where county road 

No. 570 climbs to the west rim of the gorge. Riparian habitat here is relatively consistent with 

the upper gorge area. The east and west rims are also characterized as Great Basin desert shrub. 

The elevation ranges from 1,830 meters on the canyon bottom to 2,073 meters at the canyon rim. 

The width of the canyon is about one kilometer at the north end and widens to over a kilometer 

near Pilar.  
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The Rio San Antonio Gorge is located approximately 35 kilometers north of the town of Tres 

Piedras, New Mexico and five kilometers west of Highway 285. The headwaters of the Rio San 

Antonio originate approximately 25 kilometers west of San Antonio Mountain at the boundary 

line of the Tierra Amarilla Land Grant and the Carson National Forest. The study area covers 

approximately 10 kilometers of the Rio San Antonio Gorge, from just south of the town of Ortiz, 

Colorado, south to the northwestern flank of San Antonio Mountain (3,325 meters), one of 

several large shield volcanoes that rise above the Taos Plateau. The Rio San Antonio Gorge has 

been cut through the basaltic rock of the Taos Plateau, with the canyon depth ranging from 

approximately 15 meters to 46 meters, and its width ranging from approximately 75 meters to 

150 meters. At the canyon rim, the elevation ranges from 2,438 meters at the northern end to 

2,621 meters at the southern end. The Rio San Antonio Gorge is very similar in structure and 

associated habitats to the Rio Grande Gorge, with basalt canyon walls and vegetation 

characteristic of an inverted ecosystem. 
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Methods 

Surveys were conducted on foot and by vehicle using existing roads and tracks. Areas that had 

previously documented raptor nests and territories were visited first; additional areas were 

searched for undocumented sites as the season progressed. Canyon walls were scanned with 

binoculars and spotting scopes for active nests and raptor activity. In order to adequately cover 

the survey area, attempts were made to search each canyon wall for signs of raptor presence. In 

areas with easy access, this could be accomplished by scanning both sides from the canyon 

bottom, but in most areas, it was necessary to search visible cliff faces from the canyon rims. 

Where possible, surveys occurred on both canyon rims, but in several areas, such as the northern 

half of the upper Rio Grande Gorge and the Rio San Antonio Gorge, accessing one side of the 

canyon (in these instances, the west side) was diff icult and time consuming due to the poor 

condition of the existing roads. As a result, some sections of the survey area were surveyed only 

from one side and coverage was less than ideal. 

 

When undocumented nest sites were found, coordinates of the site or vantage point were 

recorded with GPS units, and information on nest type, substrate, height, and habitat were 

recorded. During all visits, species attendance, number and development stage of chicks, and 

behavioral data were collected and catalogued on field data forms. Active raptor nests were 

viewed from a distance of more than 100 yards to avoid disturbance to the nest (Fuller and 

Mosher 1987) and were monitored for a minimum of 15 minutes to accurately determine nesting 

status. All active nests were visited a minimum of three times throughout the breeding season. 

Visiting sites more often results in better estimates of productivity, and effort was made to visit 

active sites as often as resources allowed. 
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Nest status was determined to be ñactiveò (occupied by a breeding pair) if an adult was observed 

in the incubating position, or nestlings were observed in the nest. Nest sites were considered to 

be ñoccupied territoriesò if adult or sub-adult birds were observed near the nest and/or displayed 

territorial behavior, and no evidence of breeding was observed. All nests determined to be active 

during the incubation or brooding periods received a minimum of two additional visits to 

determine the number of nestlings and the number of young fledged. Young still in the nest were 

considered fledged if they were 90% feathered and estimated to be within 1-2 weeks of leaving 

the nest. Active sites where chick fates could not be determined were assigned ñunknownò 

productivity statuses. Nest success is calculated as the number of sites that fledge at least one 

chick divided by the number of sites with known fates, and productivity is calculated as the 

number of fledglings divided by the number of nests with known fate. The period of nest 

monitoring is not factored into success calculations (see Discussion). 
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Results 

Overview of Documented Sites 

Fifteen previously undocumented raptor nest sites were discovered in 2011. Field observations in 

2011, along with an analysis of previously documented sites by Geographic Information System 

(GIS), led to the conclusion that two sites reported as new in 2010 were actually previously 

documented sites: NewMEB04 appears to be synonymous with historic site 47 and NewMEB05 

appears synonymous with site 11b (Figure 3). Factoring the newly documented sites with the 

adjustments to the historic database brings the total number of sites documented in the study area 

since 2000 to 92. This number includes sites with multiple proximate stick nests that were judged 

to be alternate nests for a single raptor pair. Of the 92 sites, five represent stick nests located 

outside of the primary gorges; these sites include one Golden Eagle nest, three Ferruginous 

Hawk (Buteo regalis) nests and one nest likely used by Swainsonôs Hawk (Buteo swainsoni). 

Although not located in the focus survey area, these nests are situated along routes used to access 

other gorge sites and were included because of the ease with which they could be monitored. 

Universal Traverse Mercator (UTM) coordinates for all nest sites are provided in Appendix 1, 

and the location of nest sites, as well as the last year the site was active, the last species to breed 

at the site, and the number of years the site has been active are displayed in Figures 2 ï 8. 
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Figure 1. Overview of the 2011 BLM Taos breeding raptor survey area, Taos and Rio Arriba 

Counties, NM and Costilla and Conejos Counties, CO. 
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Figure 2. Enlargement (1 of 5, north to south) of the Upper Rio Grande Gorge section of the 

2011 BLM Taos breeding raptor survey area. The following species codes are used: AMKE 

(American Kestrel), CORA (Common Raven), FEHA (Ferruginous Hawk), GHOW (Great 

Horned Owl), GOEA (Golden Eagle), PEFA (Peregrine Falcon), PRFA (Prairie Falcon), and 

RTHA (Red-tailed Hawk). 
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Figure 3. Enlargement (2 of 5, north to south) of the Upper Rio Grande Gorge section of the 

2011 BLM Taos breeding raptor survey area. The following species codes are used: AMKE 

(American Kestrel), CORA (Common Raven), FEHA (Ferruginous Hawk), GHOW (Great 

Horned Owl), GOEA (Golden Eagle), PEFA (Peregrine Falcon), PRFA (Prairie Falcon), and 

RTHA (Red-tailed Hawk). 
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Figure 4. Enlargement (3 of 5, north to south) of the Upper Rio Grande Gorge section of the 

2011 BLM Taos breeding raptor survey area. The following species codes are used: AMKE 

(American Kestrel), CORA (Common Raven), FEHA (Ferruginous Hawk), GHOW (Great 

Horned Owl), GOEA (Golden Eagle), PEFA (Peregrine Falcon), PRFA (Prairie Falcon), and 

RTHA (Red-tailed Hawk). 
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Figure 5. Enlargement (4 of 5, north to south) of the Upper Rio Grande Gorge section of the 

2011 BLM Taos breeding raptor survey area. The following species codes are used: AMKE 

(American Kestrel), CORA (Common Raven), FEHA (Ferruginous Hawk), GHOW (Great 

Horned Owl), GOEA (Golden Eagle), PEFA (Peregrine Falcon), PRFA (Prairie Falcon), and 

RTHA (Red-tailed Hawk). 


