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Western Grebe
Aechmophorus occidentalis

REGULATORY STATUS
USFWS: Migratory Bird

USFS R2: No special status
USFS R4: No special status
Wyoming BLM: No special status
State of Wyoming: Protected Bird

CONSERVATION RANKS
USFWS: No special status
WGFD: NSSU (U), Tier Il
WYNDD: G5, S354
Wyoming Contribution: LOW
IUCN: Least Concern
PIF Continental Concern Score: Not ranked

STATUS AND RANK COMMENTS

The Wyoming Natural Diversity Database has assigned Western Grebe (Aechmophorus
occidentalis) a state conservation rank ranging from S3 (Vulnerable) to S4 (Apparently Secure)
because of uncertainty about historic and recent population trends for this species in Wyoming.

NATURAL HISTORY

Taxonomy:
Two subspecies of Western Grebe are recognized based on size and wing length *. A. o.

occidentalis is larger (male wing chord > 192 mm, female > 178 mm); it occurs in the northern
range from southwestern Canada south through the western United States to northern Baja,
California, and winters mainly from Puget Sound to west-central Mexico and in the desert
southwest 2. A. 0. ephemeralis is smaller (male wing chord < 193 mm, female < 178 mm); it
occurs in the southern range in Mexico from Chihuahua south to the Valley of Mexico 2. A. 0.
occidentalis occurs in Wyoming 3. Clark’s Grebe (A. clarkii) was believed to be a color morph of
Western Grebe until it was recognized as a separate species in 1985 *.

Description:
Identification of Western Grebe is possible in the field. It is a relatively large, slender waterbird

(length 5575 cm, wingspan 21 cm, weight 800—1,800 g) °. Adults have a black crown; a long,
sharply pointed bill; a long neck that is black on the upperparts and white on the underparts; a
narrow, sooty-black body; and red eyes 2. Males and females are similar in appearance; however,
the female has a smaller body overall and a shorter, thinner, straighter bill that may appear
slightly upturned 2. The species is similar in appearance to Clark’s Grebe (A. clarkii); however,
Western Grebe has a yellowish-green bill, dark coloration on the face that extends below the
eyes, and a wider black stripe on the back of the neck. Juveniles are similar to adults, except the
dark areas of the face and back are washed with gray or brown, and the lores are pale to dark
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gray 2. The appearance of Western Grebe is distinctly different from the other species of grebe
that occur in Wyoming—~Pied-billed Grebe (Podilymbus podiceps), Horned Grebe (Podiceps
auritus), Red-necked Grebe (Podiceps grisegena), and Eared Grebe (Podiceps nigricollis).

Distribution & Range:

Western Grebe is restricted to the western half of North America for both the breeding and non-
breeding seasons 2. The species is found year-round along the western coast of North America,
southwestern United States, and inland Mexico; however, some individuals are migratory and
breed in the western and mid-western United States and southwestern Canada 2. Wyoming is
centrally located within this migratory breeding distribution. Western Grebe migrates through the
state in the spring and fall and is classified as a summer resident, with observations occurring in
27 of the state’s 28 latitude/longitude degree blocks, and confirmed or circumstantial evidence of
breeding documented in 17 of those 27 degree blocks, primarily in the western and southeast
portions of the state °.

Habitat:

Western Grebe prefers fresh water marshes and lakes that have large areas of open water and
emergent vegetation along the borders 2. In Wyoming, Western Grebe breeds on lakes below
2,438 m in elevation, particularly large lakes with shallow areas and extensive stands of
emergent vegetation 3. Nesting colony sites are somewhat traditional, but can shift from year-to-
year depending on habitat conditions such as water level, water quality, and availability of prey #
7. Western Grebe nests are compact, floating platforms of fresh and decayed vegetation
constructed near or within stands of emergent plants, where they can be anchored in place and
often concealed %8,

Phenology:
In Wyoming, spring arrival of Western Grebe occurs in mid-April, with peak migration

occurring in early May 3. Clutch size is typically 3—4 eggs but can range from 2-7 eggs 8.
Average clutch size in Wyoming is unknown; in Utah average clutch size is 2.5 eggs and in
Colorado it is 3.4 eggs °. The species usually has 1 brood per year, but renesting can occur if a
nest is lost 2. Fall migration from Wyoming peaks in October, but flocks in reduced numbers can
remain on large bodies of water until late November when freeze-up occurs 3.

Diet:

Western Grebe is primarily piscivorous, consuming a variety of small fish species, as well as
salamanders (Ambystoma spp.), crustaceans, worms, aquatic insects and grasshoppers
(Melanoplus spp.) 2.

CONSERVATION CONCERNS

Abundance:

Continental: WIDESPREAD

Wyoming: RARE

Global abundance estimates of Western Grebe vary from over 120,000 % to less than 110,000 !
to 130,000 2. There are no abundance estimates for Western Grebe in Wyoming. The statewide
abundance rank of RARE is based on the rather small area of the state known to be occupied in
any given season, and the small coverage of suitable habitat within that area. However, within
suitable habitat in the occupied area, Western Grebe appears to be common and is usually
encountered during surveys that could be expected to indicate its presence ®. Western Grebe is
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gregarious and has a widespread continental distribution where preferred habitat is present 2. In
Wyoming, colonial nesting waterbird surveys conducted nearly annually from 1997-2010 by the
Wyoming Game and Fish Department (WGFD) recorded a range of 4 to 100 breeding
individuals annually across all surveyed colonial waterbird breeding sites, indicating that number
of nesting Western Grebe pairs fluctuates with water levels and breeding site condition in any
given year. Results from annual Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) data combine both the Western and
Clark’s Grebes, so population trend by species cannot be determined 3. From 1987-2015,
following Clark Grebe’s split from Western Grebe, annual Wyoming Breeding Bird Survey
(BBS) detections of Western Grebe ranged from 2 to 45 4. There is no current information
available on abundance, occupancy, or density of Western Grebe in Wyoming from the
Integrated Monitoring in Bird Conservation Regions (IMBCR) program *°.

Population Trends:

Historic: UNKNOWN

Recent: UNKNOWN

Historic and recent population trends for Western Grebe in Wyoming are unknown. Robust
population trends are not available for the species in Wyoming due to low or inconsistent
detection rates during monitoring surveys.

Intrinsic Vulnerability:

MODERATE VULNERABILITY

Western Grebe has moderate intrinsic vulnerability in Wyoming due to a narrow range of habitat
requirements; uncertain density of breeding occurrence; and susceptibility of nesting sites to
human disturbance, stochastic weather events, site contamination, decreased water quality, and
prey availability 2 3. Western Grebe abundance and breeding distribution is limited by a
preference for large, productive wetlands and marshes %6, These habitat types are naturally
uncommon in Wyoming, which is one of the most arid states in the country %17, As a primarily
piscivorous species, Western Grebe is inherently at risk for physiological and reproductive stress
caused by bioaccumulation of environmental contaminants 8 19, The extent to which Western
Grebe is exposed to environmental contaminants in Wyoming is unknown.

Extrinsic Stressors:

MODERATELY STRESSED

Western Grebe is moderately stressed by extrinsic factors in Wyoming, where naturally
occurring or high quality human created wetland habitat is limited, disjunct, and potentially
vulnerable to climate change and drought, invasive plant species, stochastic weather events that
can change habitat conditions, prey availability, and human disturbance that can cause nest
abandonment and vulnerability to predation 2°. The availability and suitability of breeding sites
can be unstable between years as a result of fluctuating water levels and changes in land use
practices °. Drought can render previously productive migration, breeding, and foraging sites
unsuitable through the contraction or complete loss of wetland habitat and changes to the
structure and availability of emergent aquatic vegetation 2% 22, Winter kill of prey in shallow
marshes can be problematic 2.

KEY ACTIVITIES IN WYOMING

Western Grebe is classified as a Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN) by the WGFD,
and as a Level 11l Priority Bird Species in the Wyoming Bird Conservation Plan. Current
statewide activities for monitoring annual detections and population trends for Western Grebe in
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Wyoming include the BBS program conducted on 108 established routes since 1968 3, and the
multi-agency IMBCR program initiated in 2009 *°. Since 1984, WGFD has conducted annual or
periodic monitoring at the most important and productive sites for colonial waterbird SGCN to
determine species presence and distribution, and to estimate number of nesting pairs. The most
recent effort was the culmination of a multi-year cooperative agreement between the WGFD and
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) to conduct an intensive survey of all historic,
known, potential, and new colonial waterbird breeding sites statewide as part of a western range-
wide effort to track population size, trends, and locations of breeding colonial waterbirds in the
western United States 2> 24, In 2014, an online Atlas of western colonial waterbird nesting sites
was produced with data collected and submitted by participating states 2. Every three to five
years, WGFD personnel visit known colonial waterbird nesting sites outside of Yellowstone
National Park to evaluate water level conditions, determine species present at each site, and
estimate the number of nesting pairs of colonial waterbirds. There are currently no research
projects designed specifically for Western Grebe in Wyoming.

ECOLOGICAL INFORMATION NEEDS

In Wyoming, Western Grebe would benefit from research to determine its detailed distribution,
the location and habitat characteristics of all current breeding locations, and the annual
abundance of breeding adults. More information is needed on the specific breeding phenology of
Western Grebe in Wyoming, nest success, predation risk, fledgling survival, and risk of exposure
to aquatic contaminants at known breeding locations in the state. Wyoming’s wetland and marsh
habitats are scarce and inherently vulnerable, and current and future anthropogenic and natural
stressors should be identified to ensure the persistence of breeding habitat for Western Grebe in
the state.

MANAGEMENT IN WYOMING

This section authored solely by WGFD; Andrea C. Orabona. Western Grebe is classified as a
SGCN in Wyoming due to limited information on breeding, distribution, and population status
and trends. The colonial nature of Western Grebe and other waterbirds makes these species
particularly vulnerable across their range to loss or degradation of nesting sites, stochastic
weather events such as drought and flooding, changing land use practices, pollution, and climate
change. Less than 2% of the state’s total area is classified as wetland habitat 7. In Wyoming,
Western Grebe is classified as a SGCN due to limited suitable aquatic or wetland breeding
habitat, sensitivity to human disturbance during the breeding season, and susceptibility of nests
to fluctuating water levels 7 2°. Two separate but compatible survey programs are in place to
monitor populations of many avian species that breed in Wyoming; the BBS 3 and IMBCR *°
programs. While these monitoring programs provide robust estimates of occupancy, density, or
population trend for many species in Wyoming, colonial waterbirds are one of the species groups
that warrant a targeted, species-specific survey method approach to obtain these data. WGFD
conducted inventories of nesting colonial waterbirds, including Western Grebe, from 1984-1986
2627 In 1990, WGFD summarized all information presently known on colonial nesting
waterbirds in Wyoming 28. Since 1984, WGFD has conducted annual or periodic monitoring at
the most important and productive sites for colonial waterbird SGCN. Results have shown
confirmed nesting of Western Grebe at a minimum of three sites in Wyoming; Ocean Lake near
Riverton, Bucklin Reservoir near Muddy Gap, and Caldwell Lake near Laramie . Due to their
sensitivity to human disturbance during the nesting season, the survey technique used for
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colonial waterbirds is minimally invasive and provides only an estimate of the number of
breeding pairs and coarse habitat associations of each waterbird species present in the colony.
Actual nests, eggs, or young are not located or counted to prevent colony disruption and reduce
predation risk. From 2009-2012, WGFD and USFWS cooperated to conduct a rigorous survey
of all historic, known, potential, and new colonial waterbird breeding sites statewide as part of a
western range-wide effort to track population size, trends, and locations of breeding colonial
waterbirds in the western United States 2> 24, A total of 90 sites were evaluated in Wyoming; 86
potential colonial waterbird nesting sites and 4 known nesting sites. A lack of adequate emergent
vegetation to provide secure nesting areas for colonial waterbirds was noted at most potential
sites visited. An online Atlas of western colonial waterbird nesting sites was produced with data
collected and submitted by participating states 2°. Best management practices to benefit Western
Grebe include maintaining large, high quality wetland complexes, including buffer zones to
block siltation, pesticides, and fertilizer runoff into wetlands; keeping water levels stable during
the nesting season; installing artificial nest platforms where needed; protecting any colony site
used by Western Grebe; keeping human disturbance to a minimum during the breeding season; ,
and monitoring colony sites every three years to determine Western Grebe presence and estimate
number of nesting pairs 2.

CONTRIBUTORS
Andrea C. Orabona, WGFD
Kaylan A. Hubbard, WYNDD
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Figure 1: Adult Western Grebe i Boulder County, Colorado. (Photo courtesy of Bill Schmoker)
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Figure 2: North American range of Aechmoﬁphorus occidentalis and A. clarkii, whose ranges
overlap. (Map courtesy of Birds of North America, http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna, maintained
by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology)
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Figure 3: Photo not available.

Western Grebe (Aechmophorus occidentalis)

SOURCE: Digital maps of ranges for Wyoming Species of Greatest Conservation Need: Sept. 2016.
Wyoming Game and Fish Department and Wyoming Natural Diversity Database, University of WWyoming, Laramie, Wyoming.
Note that brown indicates the predicted distribution of the species;

heavy black lines indicate ndaries of possible

Figure 4: Range and predicted distribution of Aechmophorus occidentalis in Wyoming.
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