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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Bird Conservancy of the Rockies obtained funding to conduct stakeholder feedback workshops in 
Mexico in collaboration with Pronatura Noreste and write significant portions of the Conservation 
Investment Strategy and this Executive Summary. Rio Grande Joint Venture staff organized 
stakeholder feedback workshops in the US and collaborated with Audubon Southwest to produce 
this Executive Summary. The full Conservation Investment Strategy is intended to guide 
conservation investment and action in grassland habitats for priority birds and other species 
throughout the Chihuahuan Desert of the US and México. Collaborators on this document 
consider that it is not a final strategy but rather a work in progress that conservation actors can 
adapt, update and implement as appropriate and as new information is generated about the 
status of priority species and their habitats.  
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 Executive Summary  

 Why Conserve the Chihuahuan Desert Grasslands? 

The Central Grasslands of North America support a distinct assemblage of plants and animals, 
many of which are found nowhere else. In addition to the bison, pronghorn, prairie dogs and other 
more familiar mammals that are adapted to the treeless prairies, there are at least 38 species of 
grassland-obligate birds in the Central Grasslands region (Appendix C). Thirty-one of these are 
migratory, with over 80% of those species concentrating in the Chihuahuan Desert grasslands 
during the non-breeding months, making this ecosystem key to their survival and to the 
recruitment of a new cohort into the breeding population each year.  

Grassland birds that migrate between the Great Plains and Chihuahuan Desert are currently in 
crisis. These species have lost more than 70% of their combined population since 1970 – more 
than twice as much as other grassland birds. Multiple lines of evidence suggest that habitat loss 

Chestnut-collared Longspur photo by Joshua Malicki 
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and degradation on the wintering grounds are major drivers of their population decline. 
Grasslands in the Chihuahuan Desert comprise only one-fifth the area of grasslands in the Great 
Plains, yet they can support very high species richness and density of grassland birds in winter - as 
high as 3,000 individuals/km2 in some years. Grasslands occupy less than 15% of the Chihuahuan 
Desert landscape, but much of what remains is highly degraded and increasingly being converted 
to cropland agriculture or lost to brush encroachment. At the same time, grasslands are important 
to local economies and cultures, providing forage for cattle, sequestering carbon, controlling 
erosion, and supporting healthy soil and water resources.  
 

Despite widespread and 
relatively long-standing 
recognition of the need for 
greater investment in the region 
to conserve migratory grassland 
birds, grassland conservation 
efforts in the Chihuahuan 
Desert have lagged behind 
other parts of the Central 
Grasslands. Non-breeding 
season birds are also more 
difficult to track and research 
given differences in behavior, 
movement and, to some 
degree, habitat preference in  
their wintering grounds. 

Nonetheless, there are several long-term ongoing initiatives by non-profits, Joint Ventures, 
universities, government agencies, local communities(ejidos), ranchers and others that are 
successfully advancing grasslands conservation in the region and provide existing avenues and 
models for expanding and scaling up efforts.  

The purpose of this Strategy is to: 
1. Share the threats, strategies and recommended conservation actions identified by multi-

sectoral stakeholders and collected through a series of expert surveys and information-
gathering workshops conducted in the Chihuahuan Desert binational region; 

2. Articulate complementary actions for conserving non-breeding season populations and 
habitat of three focal migratory species: Sprague’s Pipit (Anthus spragueii), Chestnut-
collared Longspur (Calcarius ornatus) and Baird’s Sparrow (Centronyx bairdii);  

3. Support collaborative efforts to implement conservation actions that will benefit grassland 
species and communities; 

4. Assess the results of those conservation actions on bird populations using established 
models;  

5.  Provide information about the 17 Grassland Priority Conservation Areas (GPCAs) important 
to the three focal bird species and currently recognized in the Chihuahuan Desert region. 

 
  

Cattle at Las Yucas Ranch, Durango, MX. Photo by Rebekah Rylander 
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Figure 1: Terrestrial ecoregions and Grassland Priority Conservation Areas 

 
 

Integration with JV8 Central Grasslands Initiative 
 

The JV8 Central Grasslands Conservation Initiative includes the eight Joint Ventures comprising the 

Central Grasslands who have committed to collaborating together on coordinated grasslands 

conservation. This collective enterprise engages in planning, information exchange, and mutual 

support for scaled-up funding and policy around conservation action to address the alarming loss 

of grasslands and pressing need to act. The JV8 Business Plan calls for conservation action in four 

categories – protection, restoration, enhancement and persistence/retention. The plan also sets 10 

and 20-year goals for conservation action and identifies a need to achieve a funding level of $1.3 

billion per year by 2034 to accomplish nearly 28 million acres of conservation. This Strategy aligns 

with that plan by outlining the need in the non-breeding season range for grassland birds and 

calling for increased funding and conservation delivery throughout the Chihuahuan Desert to 

expand quality grassland acres. Partners implementing conservation delivery in the Chihuahuan 

Desert will contribute to ambitious JV8 Business Plan metrics by documenting and reporting 

https://jv8.org/
http://jv8.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/JV8-Business-Plan-FINAL-2024-05.pdf
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progress on conservation actions across the region. As the JV8 partners begin to step down these 

conservation acreage and funding goals to conservation actions appropriate to the northern, 

central and southern regions, Chihuahuan Desert partners can adopt and align with these goals. 

For example, habitat restoration through practices that restore natural hydrology, habitat 

enhancement achieved by managing brush encroachment or habitat persistence through managed 

grazing are all practices relevant to the Chihuahuan Desert region. The estimated cost of these 

actions per acre (USD) averages $200, $80 and $43 per acre, respectively.  These costs can act as a 

very broad guide for estimated costs of actions undertaken in the Chihuahuan Desert.  

Overall Goals 

Monitoring in the GPCAs conducted by Bird Conservancy of the Rockies between 2007-2013 

produced estimates of grassland vegetation structure, bird populations, and bird-habitat 

relationships. These data were used to represent baseline bird populations and vegetation 

conditions and to predict population responses of birds to changes in habitat conditions (Macias et 

al. 2011, Pool et al. 2012, and Macias et al. 2013).  

 

Local stakeholders identified vegetation targets related to grass and shrub cover within grasslands 

in each GPCA that may be achievable if the strategies identified in the workshops are successfully 

implemented. Across all GPCAs, the model predicts the following changes to populations of the 

“core three” species.  

 

Table 1: Modeled “core three” population response to improved grassland conditions 

 Total Area of GPCAs 
 Current Grass-covered Area  

                   in GPCAs 

Average % Grass Cover 

        across GPCAs 

   Average % Shrub Cover 

            across GPCAs 

17,754,729 ha 4,343,100 ha  29% current; 37% target  4.5% current; 3.7% target 

Bird Conservation Target    Baseline Population    Target Population Percent Gain 

Baird’s Sparrow    252,087    376,695 50% 

Chestnut-collared Longspur    4,105,156    5,019,836 25% 

Sprague's Pipit     98,491    119,027 23% 

 

Improving existing grasslands by reducing shrub cover and adding more grass to the landscape 

where it historically existed is possible with the right management. For example, reducing shrub 

cover from its current status of 4.5% to 3.7% while also increasing grass cover from its current 

state of 29% to 37% could result in a 50% average gain in Baird’s Sparrows across all GPCAs. 

Though certain species will benefit more than others from improved conditions because of their 

specific habitat and vegetative structure needs, these improvements would still be a strong start to 

reversing the declining trends of grassland obligate species. However, it will take extreme 

conservation efforts on both the breeding and non-breeding grounds to reach long-term 

stabilization of populations for these three species in particular. 
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  Figure 2: Relative abundance and % gain in each GPCA, Chestnut-collared Longspur 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 2 - 4 illustrate the high variability in relative abundance of target species across GPCA. The 

Valles Centrales - and to a lesser extent the Janos GPCA - are distinct in that they contain high 

numbers of all 3 species. Valles Centrales is also notable for its abundance of Chestnut-collared 

Longspurs, while the highest numbers of Baird’s Sparrow are found in the Cuchillas de la Zarca, and 

Valle Colombia boasts the most Sprague’s Pipit. It is notable that across the board the Mexican GPCAs 

contain a significantly higher abundance of the target species that those in the United States, 

highlighting the important role in recovering these species that Mexican partners play. Among the 

United States GPCAs, the Sonoita GPCA stands out with the highest abundance of both Sprague’s Pipit 

and Baird’s Sparrow while the NM Bootheel is the US GPCA with the most Chestnut-collared 

Longspurs. Among the three species, Sprague’s Pipit seems to be most evenly spread across the 

region with the other two seemingly more concentrated in fewer areas. 
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Figure 3: Relative abundance and % gain in each GPCA, Sprague’s Pipit 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Relative abundance and % gain in each GPCA, Baird’s Sparrow 
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Synopsis of survey and workshop results (Targets, Threats, Strategies, Objectives)  

The Conservation Targets, Threats, Strategies, Actions, Tactics, Objectives, and Bird Habitat and 

Population Objectives included in this Strategy represent the results of both in-person and virtual 

workshops attended by local stakeholders in each GPCA. Online surveys to regional conservation 

experts contributed additional information. In all, more than 200 people representing government 

agencies, conservation NGOs, universities, private consultants, private ranches, and ejidos 

contributed to the information in this Strategy.  

Targets: Beyond the “core 

three” bird species, 
stakeholders identified 26 
additional grassland 
associated, biological 
conservation targets across 
the 17 GPCAs that are of high 
conservation concern 
according to one or more 
conservation authorities in the 
region. These additional 
targets are addressed through 
specific strategies and actions 
in the GPCAs where they 

occur, and many will also benefit from the broad suite of actions targeting the “core three” 
birds. Stakeholders also identified 6 non-grassland species of conservation concern in one or 
more GPCAs, mainly shrubland-associated species that warrant attention due to potential 
negative impacts from grassland restoration practices such as shrub control. These species 
should be considered in conservation planning and management actions that could impact them 
in areas where they occur.  
 
Table 2. High-priority grassland-associated species identified as conservation targets in 
Chihuahuan Desert Grassland Priority Conservation Areas. 

Aplomado Falcon (Falco femoralis) Kit Fox (Vulpes macrotis) 

Badger (Taxidea taxus) Lark Bunting (Calamospiza melanocephalus) 

Baird's Sparrow (Centronyx bairdii) Loggerhead shrike (Lanius ludovicianus) 

Bison (Bison bison) Long-billed Curlew (Numenius americanus) 

Black-footed Ferret (Mustela nigripes) Mexican Prairie Dog (Cynomys mexicanus) 

Black-tailed Prairie Dog (Cynomys ludovicianus) Mountain Plover (Charadrius montanus) 

Bolson Tortoise (Gopherus flavomarginatus) Prairie Falcon (Falco mexicanus) 

Burrowing Owl (Athene cunicularia) Pronghorn (Antilocapra americana) 

Chestnut-collared Longspur (Calcarius ornatus) Scaled Quail (Callipepla squamata) 

Chihuahuan Meadowlark (Sturnella lilianae) Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus) 

Dune Lizard (Uma paraphygas) Sprague's Pipit (Anthus spragueii) 

Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis) Thick-billed Longspur (Rhyncophanes mccownii) 

Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) Upland Sandpiper (Bartramia longicauda) 

Grasshopper Sparrow (Ammodramus savannarum) Worthen's Sparrow (Spizella wortheni) 

Workshop participants in Saltillo, Coahuila. Photo: Rebekah Rylander 
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Stakeholders identified four additional targets with important human dimensions in all the GPCAs 
that relate broadly to grassland bird conservation: Grasslands, Water, Soil and Priority Fauna. 
Specific actions identified in this plan will benefit these targets as well.  

Threats  
Stakeholders identified 459 instances of known threats to the 35 biological conservation 
targets in the 17 GPCAs. These were summarized into five broad categories: Climate Change, 
Habitat Degradation, Habitat Loss, Anthropogenic Mortality, and Parasites and Diseases. 
Most threats were shared across multiple GPCAs, especially Habitat Degradation, Climate 
Change and Habitat Loss, which together accounted for 92% of threats cited. 

  

 
Table 3: Threats to biological targets identified by stakeholders  

 
Strategies: Stakeholders identified five broad strategies and related activities, listed below.  

1) Conservation and Management   
2) Coordination, Communication, and Capacity-Building  
3) Monitoring, Research and Transfer of Knowledge  
4) Planning, Policy and Governance 
 
Table 4 shows the first strategy – conservation – broken out into the categories identified 

General Threat Specific Threat # citations 

Habitat Degradation (35%) 

Desertification/Overgrazing 78 

Shrub Encroachment 56 

Loss of Prairie Dogs 16 

Invasive Species 12 

Habitat Fragmentation 9 

Climate change (30%) 

Drought 59 

Climate Change 46 

Decreased Water Availability 24 

Extreme Temperatures 14 

Habitat Loss (28%) 

Land Use Change 93 

Habitat Loss (unspecified) 11 

Development 16 

Extraction/mining 3 

Human-induced Mortality (5%) 

Illegal Shooting/Poisoning 15 

Pesticide Contamination 3 

Misinformation 3 

Electrocution 2 

Nest disturbance 1 

Collisions 1 

Parasites and Disease (2%) 
Parasites 7 

Sylvatic Plague 2 
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by JV8: Habitat Protection, Restoration, Enhancement and Persistence/Retention, along 
with one or more primary actions identified by workshop participants and associated with 
each. 
 

 
 
There are many more strategies and actions identified by workshop participants that are 
included in the full Conservation Investment Strategy document. This Executive Summary is 
intended to provide a very broad-brush overview of categories of actions. Please refer to 
the full Conservation Investment Strategy for additional beneficial actions that conservation 
practitioners are undertaking or would undertake provided funding becomes available.  

Protection

Establish new Natural Protected Areas (ANPs) at the state and/or 
federal level

Utilize other land protection and management tools available in 
Mexico, such as ADVCs (Areas Designated for Voluntary 
Conservation), UMAs (Wildlife Management Units)

Restoration

Work with land managers to restore native perennial grasslands, 
including in degraded rangelands and abandoned croplands, via 
government programs and private funding sources. Specific practices 
include brush removal, key-lining, re-seeding native grasses, and low-
tech processed based stream restoration. 

Enhancement

Improve grassland vegetation structure and health by working with 
land owners and managers on sustainable grazing management, 
including both technical guidance and financial support for 
infrastructure needed to facilitate rest-rotational grazing and other 
beneficial practices.

Persistence

Work with land owners and managers to conduct whole-ranch 
diagnostics and develop integrated range and wildlife management 
plans with specific goals, in consultation with technical experts. 


