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1. Species: Mountain Plover (Charadrius montanus) 
 

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 Charadrius montanus 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G3 Species is Vulnerable 

At moderate risk of extinction or elimination due to a fairly restricted range, 
relatively few populations or occurrences, recent and widespread declines, 
threats, or other factors. 

CNHP S2B Species is Imperiled 
At high risk of extinction or elimination due to restricted range, few populations 
or occurrences, steep declines, severe threats, or other factors. (B=Breeding) 

Colorado 
State List 
Status 

SGCN, Tier 1 
 

Species of Greatest Conservation Need 

USDA Forest 
Service 

R2 Sensitive Region 2 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

USDI FWSb BoCC Included in the USFWS Bird of Conservation Concern list 
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 Charadrius montanus is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 
 
The mountain plover breeds in Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, and the Texas 
Panhandle east to Nebraska, and winters from central California and southern Arizona southward 
into Mexico.  With near eradication of bison and decreased prairie-dog presence on the landscape, 
the eastern breeding range mountain plover became fragmented and generally of poorer quality.  
Thus, the current population of plovers in prairie landscapes is now restricted to fragments within 
the Oklahoma panhandle, north through the southwestern corner of Kansas, most of eastern 
Colorado, the southwestern corner of Nebraska, and eastern Wyoming and Montana (Knopf and 
Wunder 2006). 
 
Small numbers of mountain plovers breed in the San Luis Valley in Costilla County (<100 
individuals).  Several pairs also nest in Conejos County.  All known nesting locations occur on 
private, state, or BLM lands.   
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Two historical unconfirmed sightings are reported for the planning area, but no known confirmed 
occurrences of mountain plover on the RGNF, and therefore, no trends identified. Surveys for 
mountain plovers continue annually and are primarily focused on BLM, state, and private lands in 
the San Luis Valley where it is known to occur (Rawinski 2004).  
 
Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area (NRIS database) 

Known Occurrences in the past 20 years 0 
Year Last Observed N/A 

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

components];  
 
Breeding habitats in eastern Colorado consist primarily of short- and mixed-grass prairies 
dominated by blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis) where preferred sites are heavily grazed by 
livestock.  In areas west of the plains such as Park County, Colorado, high-elevation rangeland 
habitats consist of bare ground with scattered saltbush and sagebrush.  In other locations 
agricultural lands are utilized for nesting.  Where taller grasses occur, mountain plovers will 
select areas within prairie dog colonies for nesting (Knopf and Wunder 2006, Dinsmore 2003).   
 
Birds breeding in southeastern Colorado arrive from wintering grounds in mid-March while those 
in central Colorado arrive by mid-April (Knopf and Wunder 2006).  Nests consist of a simple 
scrape on the ground lined with various materials.  Egg-laying generally occurs from the end of 
April/beginning of May through mid-June.  Later clutches may be a result of re-nesting (Knopf 
and Wunder 2006).  Two clutches are laid simultaneously in two nests, one incubated by each 
parent.   Incubation generally lasts 29 days, after which the young fledge 33-36 days later (Graul 
1975, Miller and Knopf 1993).  Immatures leave breeding grounds in flocks with adults (Knopf 
and Wunder 2006). 
 
In breeding season, high quality sites have high proportion with little or no vegetation, including 
dry shortgrass prairie, semi-desert landscapes, alkaline lake beds, and areas with disturbance.  
Brood-rearing areas are very flat, open, dry areas greater than 11.3 ac in size that have a high (> 
30) percent bare ground with vegetation generally less than 2 inches tall.  Plover nests are simple 
scrapes on the ground, lined with organic debris and typically occur in vegetation less than 4 
inches in height, with at least 30% bare ground and a conspicuous object such as a manure pile, 
vegetative clump or rock nearby.  The presence of taller vegetation has been reported as 
important to shade both chicks and adults (Dinsmore 2003).   
 
The species feeds mainly on insects, with beetles, grasshoppers, crickets, and ants comprising the 
vast majority of prey on the Pawnee National Grasslands in eastern Colorado.  Foraging occurs in 
areas of disturbed ground surface or areas with very short (< 1 in) ground vegetation.  Disturbed 
sites include prairie dog towns, kangaroo rat precincts, sites of heavy sheep or cattle grazing or 
concentration, dirt or gravel roadbeds, recently tilled ground, and fallow fields.   
 
In Colorado, nesting territories averaged 40 ac.  Knopf and Rupert (1996) reported brood-rearing 
home ranges averaged 140 ac, range 70-225 ac on rangelands in eastern Colorado, while Dreitz et 
al. (2005) reported that brood-rearing core areas ranged from 40 – 111 ac and home ranges 
averaged 326 – 601 ac for three different habitat types in Park County, Colorado.   
 
Mountain plovers are short distance migrants, moving to wintering range that extends from 
central California south through the Imperial Valley, and east across northern Mexico and 
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southern Texas.  Post-breeding flocks begin to form in eastern Colorado and New Mexico by late 
June and by mid-July in the Colorado mountains.  These flocks remain into September and 
October in southeastern and central Colorado before migrating to winter grounds (Knopf and 
Wunder 2006).   
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]: 
 
Dinsmore (2003) identified three potential elements of management plans for plovers in USFS 
Region 2, as follows: 
 
Size of the area - Information on minimum area requirements for nesting mountain plovers is 
needed. Graul’s (1973a) estimate of a mean adult territory size of 16 ha and Knopf and Rupert’s 
(1996) estimate of mean brood rearing areas averaging 57 ha provide approximate estimates of 
the area needed by nesting plovers in Region 2. Much larger areas are almost certainly necessary 
for this species to maximize nesting opportunities and nest and brood survival. In areas occupied 
by prairie dogs, territory size is determined by colony size, and colonies of intermediate sizes are 
utilized by plovers (Olsen-Edge and Edge 1987 cited in Dinsmore 2003). 
 
Local habitat features - Development of conservation plans for habitat should emphasize features 
utilized by plovers (see Habitat section). On the breeding grounds within Region 2 these include a 
bare ground component (minimum of 30 percent), short vegetation (<5 cm preferred, although 
higher vegetation is acceptable in some habitats), relatively flat terrain (slope <5 percent is best, 
sites with slope >15 percent are probably unsuitable), and some form of disturbance (e.g., 
frequent use of fire, rotational grazing by bison or cattle, or management for or restoration of 
prairie dogs). 
 
Restoration - Restoration of mountain plovers was attempted in 1982 in Kansas through the 
translocation of chicks (Ptacek and Schwilling 1983 cited in Dinsmore 2003). Although this 
attempt was unsuccessful (see summary in Dinsmore 2003), it is possible that plovers could be 
successfully reintroduced to other former nesting areas in the near future. Restoration of plovers 
might also be accomplished through indirect actions to manipulate habitat (grazing, fire, changes 
in agricultural practices, introduction of prairie dogs, etc.) and make it more suitable for plovers. 
If this method of restoration is attempted, it should be noted that other factors (e.g., distance from 
known plover areas) might diminish the result. 
 
7. Threats and Risk Factors 
 
The major threat to breeding is loss of suitable habitat, primarily loss of native grasslands to 
agriculture (which may act as a reproductive sink) and development resulting in fewer nest sites, 
potential increase in predation and lower survival, and reductions in food resources (Dinsmore 
2003).  In addition, decreases in prairie dog distribution have also reduced availability of nesting 
habitat.  Alteration of grazing regimes from native species to domestic livestock has decreased 
variability in vegetation composition and structure.  Oil and mineral development sites can cause 
direct loss of habitat as well as increased vehicle collisions with plover young.  A number of these 
factors combine to increase fragmentation of available habitats (Dinsmore 2003).   
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9. Map of Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences  
 
Modeled suitable mountain plover habitat consists mountain grasslands or semi=desert grasslands 
with zero tree cover, slopes less than 10%, and elevations at or below 9,500 feet. A total of 18,865 
acres of modeled habitat occurs within the planning area (Figure 1).  
 

Figure 1. Mountain Plover Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences. 


