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1. Species: Lewis’s Woodpecker (Melanerpes lewis) 
 

2. Status:   Table 1 summarizes the current status of this species or subspecies by various 
ranking entity and defines the meaning of the status. 

 
Table 1.  Current status of Melanerpes lewis 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G4 Species is Apparently Secure 

At fairly low risk of extinction or elimination due to an extensive range and/or 
many populations or occurrences, but with possible cause for some concern as a 
result of local recent declines, threats, or other factors. 

CNHP S4 Species is Apparently Secure 
At fairly low risk of extinction or elimination due to an extensive range and/or 
many populations or occurrences, but with possible cause for some concern as a 
result of local recent declines, threats, or other factors. 

Colorado 
State List 
Status 

SGCN, Tier 2 
 

Species of Greatest Conservation Need 

USDA Forest 
Service 

R2 Sensitive Region 2 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

USDI FWSb N/A  
a Colorado Natural Heritage Program. 
b US Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 
The 2012 U.S. Forest Service Planning Rule defines Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) as 
“a species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate 
species, that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined 
that the best available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species' 
capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9). This overview was 
developed to summarize information relating to this species’ consideration to be listed as a SCC 
on the Rio Grande National Forest, and to aid in the development of plan components and 
monitoring objectives. 
 
3. Taxonomy 
 
Genus/species Melanerpes lewis is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 
 
Lewis’s woodpecker is known to occur from southern British Columbia to northern Mexico. Its 
western limit is the Pacific Coast of California, Oregon, and Washington, and its range extends 
east to the eastern slopes of the Rocky Mountains, including portions of Montana, Wyoming, 
South Dakota, Colorado, and New Mexico. In Colorado they can be found breeding from the 
northeast limit of Larimer County south along the Front Range to Denver. In southern Colorado 
birds are most strongly represented in the Arkansas River watershed, open pinyon pine and 
juniper habitat of Las Animas and Huerfano counties and the San Juan Basin, with significant 
numbers breeding north of the San Juan Mountains toward Grand Junction (Abele and Garton 
2004). 
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Although seasonal movements vary in magnitude and duration, wintering sites are generally 
located in the southern portion of their breeding range (extending south from approximately 
southern Oregon, central Utah, and central Colorado). Birds nesting in the southern portion of the 
breeding range often remain resident year-round or make short migrations to areas with abundant 
food (Abele and Garton 2004). 
 
Populations are reported to be most abundant in northeastern Arizona, north-central New Mexico, 
south-central Colorado, northern California, Washington, Oregon, and Idaho during the breeding 
season (Toabalske 1997, Gough et al. 1998 cited in Abele and Garton 2004). 
 
Mindful of the limitations of survey and trend estimate methods for this species, it appears that 
populations of Lewis’s woodpeckers have declined during the past three or four decades. 
Analysis of population trends in Colorado, the only state in USFS Region 2 with sufficient 
Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) data, showed a slightly negative but insignificant trend from 1966 to 
2000 and from 1980 to 2000. Due to limited detections (number of birds) and small sample size 
(number of transects), the results are highly imprecise, enough so that a change of 5 percent per 
year would be difficult to detect. The results from BBS data do not represent evidence of a 
decline in Colorado (Abele and Garton 2004). 
 
No abundance or trend information exists for the planning area.  Only one observation (2003) has 
occurred in the planning area over the past 20 years (NRIS database). Rocky Mountain Bird 
Observatory data (RMBO 2015) shows no recorded Lewis’s woodpecker occurrences within the 
planning area.  Additional peripheral occurrences may be associated with the lower Alamosa 
River drainage, where local homeowners who work for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and are 
qualified observers report seeing occasional Lewis’ woodpeckers on Forest land (R. Ghormley, 
pers. comm. 2015). 
Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area (NRIS database) 

Known Occurrences in the past 20 years 1 
Year Last Observed 2003 

 
5. Brief description of natural history and key ecological functions [basis for other 12.53 

components];  
 
Lewis’s woodpeckers are primary cavity excavators, but they most often nest in existing cavities 
and will reuse the same nest cavity for successive years.  
 
The complete nesting cycle of Lewis’s woodpecker spans approximately 51 days, with only one 
brood per year (Dudley and Saab 2003 cited in Abele and Garton 2004). Re-nesting may occur if 
a nest fails early in the nesting cycle. In the southern portion of their range (California, Nevada, 
Utah, Colorado), the average dates of incubation and hatching are 25 May and 24 June, 
respectively. The duration of incubation ranges from 13 to 16 days. Nestlings emerge from the 
cavity at 28 days of age in Colorado. Adults feed juveniles for at least 10 days after fledging. 
Young often follow parents and give begging calls when adults arrive with food. In burned 
forests, adults occasionally move with juveniles from the nest site toward green trees, presumably 
for protection from predators (Abele and Garton 2004). 
 
Breeding habitat for Lewis’s woodpecker is characterized by an open canopy, brushy understory, 
available perch sites and abundant insects. Open forest appears to facilitate foraging and is 
consistently associated with breeding habitat. While a certain number of trees are necessary for 
nesting and perching sites, a closed canopy forest is not suitable due to reduced visibility, limited 
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room for aerial maneuvers, and retarded shrub development (Bock 1970, Saab and Dudley 1998 
cited in Abele and Garton 2004). The HSI model for Lewis’s woodpecker suggests that ideal 
breeding habitat would consist of no more than 30 percent tree canopy closure (Sousa 1983). 
 
Lewis’s woodpeckers will nest in a variety of tree species, but the most common nest trees 
selected in Colorado are ponderosa pine and cottonwood. In Pueblo, Crowley, and Otero counties 
of Colorado, 100 percent of the nests occurred in dead or decaying cottonwoods (n=47 nests; 
Tashiro-Vierling 1994 cited in Abele and Garton 2004).  
 
Burned ponderosa pine stands probably represent high quality breeding habitat for Lewis’s 
woodpecker based on nest-site selection and reproductive success. Riparian cottonwood also 
tends to provide suitable nest sites because of the soft nature of decaying cottonwood, frequent rot 
conditions in cottonwood trees, and the abundance of aerial insects associated with riparian 
habitats (Bock 1970 cited in Abele and Garton 2004).  
 
During the breeding season, Lewis’s woodpeckers are primarily aerial foragers. Diets consist of 
ants, wasps, bees, beetles, grasshoppers, butterflies and other insects. They also forage on nuts 
and fruits in all seasons. During winter, Lewis’s woodpecker feed extensively on nuts and fruit. 
Trees used for mast storage in southeastern Colorado were predominately dead or decaying 
cottonwoods that were significantly taller and of greater diameter than random trees. Lewis’s 
woodpeckers tend to use natural cavities and crevices in decayed snags or power poles for storage 
sites (Abele and Garton 2004). 
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]: 
 
Specific management recommendations applied to the conservation of Lewis’s woodpecker are 
limited, and tests of their effectiveness have not been undertaken (Cooper at al. 1998, Wisdom et 
al. 2000). Based on the available knowledge, however, the consequences of certain environmental 
changes can be predicted. Abele and Garton provide the following management observations: 
 

• Based on the strong response of increased Lewis’s woodpecker nesting densities in areas 
burned by stand-replacement fire, it is clear that maintenance of open canopy forests 
through active management will alleviate conditions that are not suitable for breeding 
populations, such as relatively high densities of small diameter (< 9 inches dbh) trees and 
lack of shrub understory. 

 
• Developing measures for snag recruitment and retention (e.g., fuel wood management) 

will potentially provide more nesting opportunities. 
 

• During post-fire salvage logging in ponderosa pine forest, retaining a clumped 
distribution of snags and restricting fuel wood harvest will facilitate development of 
quality Lewis’s woodpecker habitat. 

 
7. Threats and Risk Factors 
 
The loss of breeding and wintering habitats in the form of burned pine forests, park-like 
ponderosa pine forests, riparian cottonwood stands, and oak woodlands is thought to be the 
primary threat to the long-term persistence of Lewis’s woodpecker populations. Primary causes 
of habitat degradation are likely timber harvest, fire suppression, cattle grazing, water regulation, 
and human development. These activities may result in the loss of nest and storage substrates, a 
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reduction in the understory shrub community, a decrease in prey availability, or an increase in 
forest stand density (making them unsuitable for breeding).  
 
Cottonwood galleries are key habitat for Lewis’s woodpecker within the planning area. 
Alterations to water regimes and improper livestock grazing have been shown to negatively 
impact cottonwood recruitment along many western streams and rivers. The effects of livestock 
trampling and browsing have restricted cottonwood recruitment, creating even-aged riparian 
forest stands that lack structural complexity. A decline in cottonwood seedling establishment may 
be creating future conditions unsuitable as Lewis’s woodpecker breeding and wintering habitat. 
Finally, although mast limitation is poorly understood, loss of oak woodlands may be influencing 
survival and distribution (Abele and Garton 2004).  
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9. Map of Known Occurrences  
 
Modeled suitable olive-sided flycatcher habitat consists of ponderosa pine and cottonwood stands 
in habitat structural stage 4A, totaling 11,061 acres.  In addition, recent wildfires (2002, 2005, and 
2013) occur with the planning area and total 97,346 acres; however, portions of these fires may 
have occurred in forest cover types and at elevations outside the range of suitability for this specie 
(Figure 1). 
 

Figure 1. Lewis’s Woodpecker Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences. 


