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A bird that once fl ew in fl ocks large 
enough to darken California ‘s skies 
is rapidly declining across the state, 
including in the Inland region. Ac-
cording to a lawsuit fi led Monday, 
the birds need federal protection to 
prevent its extinction.

The Center for Biological Diversity, 
which has an offi ce in Joshua Tree, 
sued the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service in U.S. District Court in 
San Francisco , seeking to get the 
tricolored blackbird listed under the 
Endangered Species Act.

Al Donner, a wildlife service spokes-
man, said the agency has been 
reviewing a petition fi led last year 
by the same group. He said a coali-
tion that includes federal, state and 
academic biologists was formed last 
year to develop conservation mea-
sures for the blackbird.

“We’re hoping that it will help the 
bird before it does reach a crisis 
stage,” Donner said. “From our per-
spective, we think the recovery ef-
fort is more important to helping the 
blackbird and than the administrative 
action of listing.”

Federal protection, if granted, can 
limit development or activities that 

could potentially harm a species.

However, Tom Mullen, interim 
executive director of the Western 
Riverside County Regional Conser-
vation Authority, said the tricolored 
blackbird is among several species 
included in a federally approved 
habitat plan that sets aside a certain 
number of acres for sensitive wildlife 
while allowing construction else-
where. As a result, he said, the region 
should not be affected if the bird is 
given federal protection.
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could cause huge problems,” Mullen 
said.

Monica Bond, with the Center for 
Biological Diversity, said the native 
bird is a unique part of the state’s 
natural heritage.

“There are still people today in the 
Central Valley who remember those 
huge fl ocks fl ying over,” she said, 
“and that kind of sight is gone and it’s 
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tricolored blackbird listed under the 
Endangered Species Act.

Don DesJardin

Tricolored 
blackbird
Size: About 5 to 9 inches, 
considered medium-size

Food: Mostly insects; 
Also seeds and cultivated 
grains such as rice and 
oats.

Known for: Being intense-
ly gregarious animals that 
form some of the nation’s 
largest bird colonies

ENVIRONMENT: A lawsuit demands that the tricolor blackbird be put on the 
endangered species list.



120 bird species use the 50-acre 
wetlands.

deprived future generations of seeing 
that incredibly, joyous spectacle.”

The medium-sized bird, mostly black 
with dramatic red and white shoulder 
patches, lives throughout California, 
with one of the largest colonies in 
western Riverside County. There are 
also small populations in southwest 
San Bernardino County , according 
to the lawsuit.

While once numbering in the millions, 
surveys showed the bird’s numbers 
in California dwindled to 370,000 in 
1994 and dropped by more than 50 
percent to 162,000 in 2000.

Bond said the bird’s decline has 
gone hand-in-hand with the loss of 
wetlands, where its nests in cattails.

And while some birds have adapted 
to using dairies or other farmland 
to forage, she said, even those are 
disappearing to urbanization.

“And that’s one thing they can’t 
adapt to, is strip malls and housing 
tracts,” Bond said.

The bird is known to live along the 
Santa Ana River , the Interstate 15 
corridor, including Alberhill near 
Lake Elsinore and in the Badlands .

But they are primarily found in the 
San Jacinto Wildlife Area and about 
10 miles southeast in San Jacinto 
, where manmade wetlands were 
constructed in 1994 by Eastern 
Municipal Water District to filter 
water used for irrigation.

According to the lawsuit, those 
wetlands harbored 23,300 tricolored 
nests in 1997. Peter Odencrans, a 
water district spokesman, said some 


