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O
F ALL THE BIRDS that occur across the globe, hum-
mingbirds, more than any other type, have caught the at-
tention of a wide array of wildlife enthusiasts. �eir errat-

ic, hovering behavior allows even the novice birder to take notice of 
the mystical nature of hummingbirds. Although the radiant adult 
males are easily identi�able, females and immature hummingbirds 
pose challenges to even the more experienced birder. Fortunately, 
hummingbirds are relatively easy to attract with nectar-produc-
ing �owering plants or hummingbird feeders, providing hours of 

amusement and satisfaction. 
Over 320 species of hummingbirds exist across North and 

South America, with greater numbers occurring in the tropics 
surrounding the equator. In the United States, the greatest diversity 
of hummingbirds occurs across the western states ranging from the 
Paci�c Coast to Great Plains. Hummingbirds are found in a variety 
of habitats and elevations from coastal regions to deserts to high 
mountain ranges of 10,000 feet or higher. �e desert southwest, 
especially, demonstrates a wide variety of hummingbirds, where 
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the region’s wide range of elevations supports a greater 
diversity of plants and habitats. 

�e Big Bend Region is a major migratory �yway for 
a number of hummingbird species. In fact, 16 species of 
hummingbirds are found in the Trans-Pecos, including the 
green violet-ear hummingbird, broad-billed humming-
bird, white-eared hummingbird, berylline hummingbird, 
violet-crowned hummingbird, blue-throated hummingbird, 
magni�cent hummingbird, Lucifer hummingbird, ruby-
throated hummingbird, black-chinned hummingbird, Anna’s  
hummingbird, Costa’s hummingbird, Calliope hummingbird, 
broad-tailed hummingbird, rufous hummingbird, and Allen’s 
hummingbird.

In an e�ort to better understand the incredible humming-
bird community of the Trans-Pecos, we have initiated a series 
of studies. Speci�cally, we seek to document migratory chro-
nology, evaluate species occurrence across di�ering habitats, 
and monitor nesting behavior and success in the Trans-Pecos. 
Below, we report on some of our preliminary observations on 
nesting ecology of black-chinned hummingbirds. 

As the most common hummingbird of the Trans-Pecos, 
black-chinned hummingbirds are known to be habitat gener-
alists, utilizing a wide variety of habitats across all elevations. 
Black-chinned hummingbirds arrive in West Texas around 
mid-March, begin nesting by early April, and they end their 
nesting season in late August. Nesting chronology from egg 
laying to �edge time is approximately 39 days. Females lay 
two eggs per clutch and may have up to two clutches per nest-
ing season. Nest building, incubation, and care of young are 
the responsibilities of the female, with males rarely participat-
ing in reproduction beyond copulation. In addition to car-
rying out these responsibilities, female hummingbirds must 
also tend to their needs, such as food procurement, plumage 
maintenance and predator avoidance. Nest and egg predation 
is high for black-chinned hummingbirds.

Using the courtyard on the campus of Sul Ross State Uni-
versity, we monitored hummingbird nesting ecology. �e 
courtyard is landscaped with about 15 species of native and 
non-native trees that hummingbirds use for nesting and 
several native �owering plant species that serve as a nectar 
source.

�ere are 63 trees in the courtyard that serve as shelter and 
potential nesting sites for hummingbirds. Preferred nest-
ing plants in the courtyard are deodar, Texas red oak, Velvet 
ash, and American sycamore. Good nectar-producing plants 
that are attractive to hummingbirds usually have a trumpet-
shaped �ower, with a deep throat and wide mouth. �e �ow-
ering plants that �t these characteristics in the courtyard are 
red yucca, soaptree yucca, desert willow, ocotillo, and vari-
ous cacti. �ese �owering plant species are heavily used in 
the landscaping features throughout the entire campus of Sul 
Ross State University. 

We located nests during winter when deciduous tree cano-
pies were lea�ess by surveying the courtyard and searching 
bare canopies. �e following spring, we monitored previous 
years’ nests and newly created nests for activity from April-
August 2010. Surveys were conducted three days per week to 
monitor the clutch size and developmental stages from egg to 
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hatchling, then nestling to �edgling, using a mirror pole.
During the winter survey, we found 19 abandoned nests and 

another 20 active nests in the spring and summer. No abandoned 
nests were reused in the spring. We noted the earliest nesting activ-
ity starting in early April and the latest in early September. Not all 
nests were found with eggs or nestlings; some were found during 
the process of being constructed by the female.

A wide variety of trees were used, including deodar, Texas ma-
drone, live oaks, American sycamore, Texas red oaks, fruitless mul-
berry, honey locust, and velvet ash trees. Nest height ranged 6-21 
feet and averaged 12 feet high. All nests rested on branches that 
sloped at a downward angle of 45-80 degrees. Most nests seemed 
to be mostly shaded throughout the day and had dappled sunlight 
throughout parts of the day.

Nestling mortalities were recorded from di�erent sources, in-
cluding high winds and avian predation. Six of 17 nests that were 

monitored were unsuccessful. Fi«een individuals out of 34 total 
individuals did not survive to �edgling. �e mortality rate for in-
dividual eggs laid during the nesting season was 44 percent. Of 17 
active nests that were monitored, 11 nests were successful. Of the 
11 successful nests, 19 of 22 individuals successfully �edged. Our 
success rate for the 2010 nesting season was 56 percent.

Although preliminary, our data document the nesting chronol-
ogy of black-chinned hummingbirds. �e quasi-urban courtyard 
on the campus at Sul Ross State University appears to provide suit-
able nesting habitat that is similar to that found in riparian habitats 
across the region, including a water feature, bene�cial �owering 
plants and a canopy coverage similar to that provided by a cotton-
wood gallery. 

We will continue our investigations on the hummingbird com-
munity of the Trans-Pecos in hopes of conserving important habi-
tat of the Chihuahuan Desert Ecosystem.


