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Ecological Research, Management & Consulting 

December 30, 2009 

VIA EMAIL: MHERMES@rfta.com 

Mike Hermes 

Director of Property and Trails 

Roaring Fork Transportation Authority 

0766 Industrial Place 

Carbondale, CO 81623 

Re:  2008-09 Rio Grande Trail Monitoring Summary 

Dear Mike: 

The purpose of this letter is to provide you with a summary of observations during the 2008-2009 Rio 

Grande Trail ï Rock Bottom Ranch to Catherine Store Road ecological monitoring field season. 

BALD EAGLES & OSPREY 

The trail corridor was visited 8 times throughout the winter to collect data on bald eagle winter behavior 

based on a standardized wintering bald eagle monitoring protocol (Steenhof et al. 2002). All occurrences 

of bald eagles within the trail corridor were recorded on data forms. 

Table 1. Bald (and Golden) Eagle Detections Ĭ Winter 2007-08 

Date Species Age N 
Observation 
Description 

Observer Comments 

12/08/08 Bald Adult 1 Flying Lowsky Flying west east of Catherine Store Bridge 

01/07/09 Bald Adult 1 Flying RBR Staff Flying east over RBR and RGT 

01/17/09 Bald Adult 1 Perched RBR Staff Perched in heron nest at RBR-E 

01/28/09 Bald Adult 1 Hunting RBR Staff Circling over back pasture 

01/29/09 Bald Adult 1 Perched Lowsky 
Perched over river at confluence of RF River & RBR 
stream  

01/29/09 Bald Adult 1 Perched Lowsky Across from Russell @Flying Fish Rd.  

01/29/09 Golden Adult 1 Hunting Lowsky Over wetlands at Waldorf School 

02/02/09 Bald Imm 1 Hunting RBR Staff Over river and hayfields 

02/02/09 Bald Adult 1 Hunting RBR Staff Over river and hayfields 

02/19/09 Golden Adult 1 Hunting Lowsky Between Waldorf and Blue Creek Ranch 

02/19/09 Bald Adult 1 Perched Lowsky Perched over river at confluence 

02/27/09 Bald Adult 1 Hunting Lowsky Circling RBR near campus 

Table 1. Eagles observed by CWS and RBR staff  during the 2008-09 winter. 

Twelve observations of 10 bald eagles and 2 golden eagles were recorded between December 8, 2008 and 

February 27, 2009 by CWS and RBR staff. Of the bald eagles observed, 1 was immature and the rest were 

adults. Only 2 were observed flying east or west, the rest (including the golden eagles) were observed 

actively using habitat within or adjacent to the trail corridor (Photo 1).  
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The ospreys returned to their nearby nest 

in 2009 and fledged 1 young.  

MAMMALS 

Winter mammal use of the trail corridor 

was monitored via snow-track count 

surveys based on the methods developed 

by DôEon (2001) and DôEon et al. (2006). 

A single transect was established for the 

entire trail corridor. On 6 days of fresh 

snow in December (1)
1
, January (2), 

February (2) and March (1)
1
 the transect 

was surveyed and every mammal track 

crossing the transect centerline was 

documented.  

Three hundred twenty-eight track groups 

were identified on 7 survey dates between 

December 18, 2008 and March 10, 2009. 

Nine hundred forty-eight individuals of at least 13 mammal species (Vole tracks likely consist of at least 2 

species ï long-tailed vole and montane vole.) were detected in 2008-2009 via the winter track surveys. 

Both mule deer and Rocky Mountain elk tracks were numerous with more deer in the beginning and end 

of winter and more elk tracks mid-winter. 

There was significantly more ungulate 

activity west of the Waldorf School in 

2008-2009 than in previous winters. All 

of the documented game trails within the 

corridor were very heavily used 

throughout the winter. 

On February 19, 2009, I had the fortune 

to observe 122 elk cows, calves, and 

spike bulls bedded down adjacent to the 

trail corridor on Rock Bottom Ranch 

(Photo 2). In order to gauge their reaction 

to human presence, I approached them 

very slowly. As I came within 110 meters
2
 

the elk stood. As I broke the 100± meter 

barrier, they began to move (Photo 3). 

Once I came within about 85 meters, they 

began to run. Most of the animals moved 

began moving west and then most of them crossed the old irrigation channel and crossed the trail and 

proceeded up into the slopes on the south side of the trail. The rest (10-15) moved further downstream 

before also crossing the trail along a heavily used game trail and heading onto the lower slopes of the 

Crown. 

                                                           
1 Only 1 in December due to late snow and 1 in March due to early melting. 
2 The distances were measured the following day with a Brunton laser rangefinder. 

Photo 1. Bald eagle perched over Rio Grande Trail across from Flying Fish Lane on 
01/29/2009. 

Photo 2. One hundred twenty-two elk bedded at RBR. 
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As in previous winters, 3 digital camera 

traps were placed along the trail to 

confirm were installed where major game 

trails intersect the trail corridor to capture 

images of wildlife using the trail in 

winter. These images allow us to: 

1. Evaluate interactions with the 

trail; 

2. Confirm species using the trail;  

3. Identify any species not detected 

via track surveys; and 

4. Determine the time of day when 

wildlife are most active in the trail 

corridors. 

The cameras captured numerous mule deer 

and elk using the trail corridor throughout 

the winter. Both species were active during 

the day and at night and the cameras recorded images of both species using the trail and crossing at 

common game trails. Unfortunately, Camera 3 was knocked awry by an elk or deer on 2 separate 

occasions so it failed to capture any 

animals for a total of 3½ weeks. Camera 1 

was also knocked sideways but continued 

to successfully capture skewed images of 

animals. Although tracks were recorded 

for species such as bobcat and mountain 

lion none were recorded by the cameras. 

One image of a coyote was captured.  

In 2008, the RFTA Board requested that 

Colorado Wildlife Science, LLC (CWS) 

expand the RGT monitoring effort to 

include additional taxa during the non-

winter months. Pellet/Scat Surveys were 

selected as the non-winter survey method 

for ungulates. Unfortunately, this effort 

revealed little information. The survey 

protocol was based on the approach 

outlined in detail by Smith et al. (1969). This approach uses linear transects with circular plots spaced at 

regular intervals along the transect. Although spring surveys provided information on both mule deer and 

elk, the number of pellet groups found on the trail declined rapidly as spring progressed to summer. By 

late June, few if any pellet groups were found. In late September, the number of pellet groups began to 

increase again. This method failed to provide adequate, consistent information throughout the non-winter 

months and was terminated.  

Prior to the trail opening, the monitoring cameras were relocated off the RGT to avoid capturing human 

trail users. The non-winter locations were positioned along game trails within the right-of-way. The 

cameras. Unfortunately, 2 of the cameras were tampered with mid-summer and all of the photos to that 

Photo 4. Image of mule deer crossing the RGT at game trail captured by Camera 2. 

Photo 3. Elk response to human presence on the Rio Grande Trail in winter. This 
photo shows the animals standing and beginning to walk in response to human 
presence.  
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date were lost. In response, CWS improved the security precautions and, with Mike Hermesô approval, 

increased the frequency of maintenance 

visits. Interestingly, although the cameras 

were activated on May 1, 2009, they 

captured very few (<10) images of mule 

deer and elk until mid-October when 

migration began. In the fall, elk were not 

recorded within the trail corridor until mid-

November. One image of a black bear was 

captured on July 31 (Photo 5). 

GREAT BLUE HERONS 

The major parameters of interest for long 

term monitoring of great blue herons 

(herons) are colony size (i.e., the number of 

active nests), nesting success (i.e., the 

proportion of nests successful in fledging 

young, or conversely the level of 

abandonment) and nesting productivity (i.e., the number of young fledged per successful and per active 

nests). Heron monitoring was conducted based on the protocol established by Vennesland and Norman  

(2003). 

The herons returned to the western 

segment of the Rock Bottom Ranch 

heronry (RBR-W) on April 8th. The 

eastern segment (adjacent to the RBR 

campus) was not active. Following the 

opening of the RGT on May 1, the heronry 

was on a trajectory toward a very 

successful breeding season. On May 17 

two nests had fledglings with 10 active 

nests. Unfortunately, on May 18 a golden 

eagle began preying on the heronryôs 

fledglings and by May 21 all of the nests 

were abandoned. For additional 

information, please see the summary and 

analysis of these events CWS submitted to 

RFTA on September 25, 2009. 

BIRD MONITORING  

Bird Monitoring was conducted on June 9, 2009 according to a modified version of the Rocky Mountain 

Bird Observatoryôs Point Transect Protocol (Leukering et al. 1998). Monitoring points are spaced 250 m 

along the trail corridor (Map 1). Observations commenced approximately 30 minutes before sunrise (5:12 

AM). At each station all species seen or heard were recorded with an estimate of the number of each 

species. Targeted hard-to-detect, rare, and low-density species were recorded during transect between 

points as well. Although analysis is not complete, monitoring revealed that the most of the birds expected 

to use the habitat in the trail corridor during the breeding season were indeed there. Two hundred sixty-

eight individuals of 46 species (Appendix A) were detected in 2009.  

Photo 5. Image of a black bear approaching the RGT at game trail captured by 
Camera 3. 

Photo 6. Golden eagle in great blue heron nest with adult heron (Photo taken June 
3, 2009 by Brittany Biebl). 
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Figure 1. Numbers of  species and individuals detected in 2007-2009. 

Since 2007, point transect monitoring has detected 62 bird species. In 2009, 5 species were recorded for 

the first time. Of these, 4 are common species already known to occur (American crow, Brewerôs 

blackbird, Canada goose, red-shafted flicker). One, black-throated gray warbler, is a sensitive species that 

breeds almost exclusively in mature piñon-juniper woodlands (Kingery 1998) and had not previously 

been detected in the corridor by CWS. The fifth species, Eurasian collared dove, is an exotic species in 

that is dispersing rapidly and now resides throughout much of Colorado. This species has shown 

behavioral dominance over several species of native dove and may be a vector for avian disease (Beckett 

et al. 2007). Species known to be sensitive to human activity (e.g., blue-gray gnatcatcher, plumbeous 

vireo); species known to be sensitive to habitat alteration (e.g. dusky flycatcher, Virginiaôs warbler); and 

species requiring high quality riparian, shrubland, and piñon-juniper habitat (e.g., black-throated gray 

warbler, Swainsonôs thrush, western tanager) were detected in 2009. 

WATERFOWL  

As discussed above, new components of the RGT monitoring effort were added in 2009. Waterfowl 

counts were conducted on a pilot basis to determine whether they would provide information regarding 

the presence of waterfowl and wading birds adjacent to the trail when it was open to the public. Surveys 

were conducted during the spring migration (February-May), breeding season (March-June), and fall 

migration (September-November). The 2009 pilot season started in late June and continued until mid-

September with a total of 9 survey periods. The Total Count (TC) survey method was used. In the TC 

method, all waterbirds seen and heard within 100 meters on either side of the transect (that consists of the 
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