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A Good Place to Gather
Evaluating Livestock Tanks for Migratory and Wintering Birds  

in the Chihuahuan Desert Grasslands

Just one month into my new posi-
tion with Borderlands Research 
Institute, I stepped out of the truck 

on a chilly, clear day to meet the tech-
nicians from Bird Conservancy of the 
Rockies. They had been working in the 
cold all morning on the Mimms Ranch 
north of Marfa.

In addition to transect monitoring, 
Bird Conservancy of the Rockies traps 
and bands some species of birds. The 
technicians told us that the day before 
they had been nearly overwhelmed by a 
flock of more than 300 chestnut-collared 
longspurs at a particular stock tank.

After our brief visit with the techni-
cians, I climbed back into the truck along 
with my Borderlands Research Institute 
colleague, Dr. Lalo Gonzalez, and Philip 
Boyd, vice president of science and re-
search for Dixon Water Foundation. Dix-
on Water Foundation owns and manages 
the 16,000 acres of grasslands that is the 
beautiful Mimms Ranch. 

As we bumped along the ranch roads 
approaching the dirt tank the technicians 
mentioned, there it was—a rising, div-
ing, dashing flock of chestnut-collared 
longspurs. I couldn’t help but wonder why 

Like other grassland birds, long-billed curlews nest on the ground. This mixed-grass prairie in 
Montana provides just enough cover for these camouflaged chicks. 
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these birds had decided this particular 
tank was the place to be.

To be sure, any water in the desert is 
a precious thing. But when landowners 
have multiple sources of water that can 
be accessed by birds, along with good 
surrounding grassland habitat, how do 
birds choose a watering hole?

Grassland birds have suffered steep pop-
ulation declines as habitat across the coun-
try has been lost to row crops, urban devel-
opment, and brush and tree encroachment. 
A quarter of these species, including chest-
nut-collared longspurs, are declining even 
faster than 50 years ago, when the North 
American Breeding Bird Survey, a collabo-
ration among scientists and volunteers in 
the U.S. and Canada, began.

Some of what needs to be done to help 
these species is well documented, which 
is why Borderlands Research Institute 
and other conservation partners in the 
Trans-Pecos fight brush encroachment 
and work to restore native grasses. Other 
pieces of the puzzle are still missing, such 
as my question: what makes a good stock 
tank for migrating and wintering birds? 

This answer could guide management 
actions that improve the survival rates 
of many grassland species that visit the 
Chihuahuan Desert during their lifecycles.

Through the power of networking, I 
learned about a U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service grant opportunity just in time to 
submit a proposal on stock tanks. In a 

one-week flurry, we translated our ideas 
and objectives onto paper, submitted the 
plan, and crossed our fingers. 

We were successful, and with the be-
ginning of the fall semester, a gradu-
ate student will join the Borderlands 
Research Institute team to support this 
project. By October, we will be monitor-
ing stock tanks in the Chihuahuan Des-
ert grasslands—including, of course, “the 
longspur tank” on the Mimms.

There’s another curious element to this 
project. Although most grassland species 
are declining, some are not. On a range-
wide scale, long-billed curlews show fairly 
stable population trends. A long-billed 
curlew is a shorebird that thinks it’s an 
upland bird.

If you look at a picture of one on a 
mudflat, with tall stilt legs and a long 
probing bill, you may easily guess that they 
belong on the coast. However, you are just 
as likely to find them strolling amongst 
cattle on the High Plains of West Texas.

Bird migration is often simplified, so 
we think of birds moving north in spring 
and south in fall, and that’s about it. In 
reality, migration is complex and varied 
among species. For curlews, migration 
varies even within the species. 

Dr. Jay Carlisle, research director at 
the Intermountain Bird Observatory 
and associate professor at Boise State 
University, described three different 
migration tactics of curlews, based on 
data he collected from satellite-tagged 

Long-billed curlews are large enough to carry satellite transmitters on their backs. 

On their breeding grounds, long-billed curlews can be captured at nests. On their wintering 
grounds, researchers trap them in their foraging areas, as seen in this photo. 
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birds. First is what I like to call “King of 
the Beach.” 

These are curlews that migrate to 
coastal areas and stay more or less in one 
area all winter, with some even defending 
a square meter of prime sand at low 
tide, claiming all the delicious hidden 
invertebrates as their own. 

Next are the “Big Jump” curlews. These 
individuals make their way to one winter-
ing location, then, after some time, move 
to another location, maybe 100 miles away. 

Finally, the “Wanderers” never settle 
during the winter, but move from one 
nearby area to the next, staying at each 
place for maybe a day, or perhaps a few 
weeks. What fascinates me is that individ-
uals exhibiting these three different strat-
egies can come from the same breeding 
grounds, and we don’t know why a par-
ticular bird uses a specific strategy.

So, by watching water sources in an 
arid landscape, we hope we can start 
to answer some questions about which 
species use those resources and when, 
from wandering curlews taking a quick 
migration rest to flocks of longspurs 
lingering to enjoy a high-desert winter. 

Our “watching” will consist of both 
point count surveys and acoustic 
recording units, which will allow us to 
detect species that visit a tank based on 
their vocalizations. The acoustic recording 
units will capture data on stock tank 
visitation daily during the migration and 
wintering periods. The satellite backpacks 
we deploy on curlews in collaboration with 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will help 
us connect with work being done by our 
partners on the curlews’ breeding grounds 
and on other wintering habitat in Mexico. 

What makes a good stock tank for 
migrating and wintering birds? Once 
we know that answer, landowners and 
land managers, our best partners in 
conservation, can design or modify stock 
tanks with those factors in mind. 

Grassland birds need our help—right 
now—to halt and reverse population 
declines. And as they travel across 
Texas, across the country, and across 
the continent, these birds connect us to 
other lands, other landowners, and other 
mysteries of nature. In other words, we 
need them too. 

Chestnut-collared longspurs are a species of conservation concern because their total population 
has decreased by half over the last 50 years and is on track to continue that trend. 
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