
REGION 2 SENSITIVE SPECIES EVALUATION FORM 
 
Species: American bittern (Botaurus lentiginosus) 

Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

1 
Distribution 
within R2 

B The American bittern is found in all states of Region 2 in wetland areas. 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

•  

2 
Distribution 
outside R2 

C American Bitterns breed from the southern Northwest Territories through central 
British Columbia east through Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario, Quebec, 
and southern New Brunswick, south through the Great Plains to northeastern New 
Mexico and southern Texas, west through northern Utah and Nevada to southcentral 
California, and east to the East Coast, extending from Maine south to western South 
Carolina 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

•  

3 
Dispersal 
Capability 

C  
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

•  

4 
Abundance in 

R2 

D There are no abundance data on this species.  Trend data is used to assess the 
species’ status. 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

• www.natureserve.org 



 
Species: American bittern (Botaurus lentiginosus) 

Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

5 
Population 
Trend in R2 

B Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) data (1966-1987) indicate a decline in the north-central 
U.S. (Hands et al. 1989, Brewer et al. 1991) and possibly in New England (USFWS 
1987), due mainly to loss and degradation of wetlands. BBS data suggest a 2.4% 
annual decline in U.S. populations between 1966 and 1989, but no significant trends 
were evident for populations in the eastern U.S. or Canada; other sources suggest that 
declines have occurred in portions of New York and in southern New England, 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware (Gibbs and Melvin 1992).  The species is 
viewed as secure in South Dakota, imperiled in Wyoming, critically imperiled in 
Kansas, and vulnerable in Colorado and Nebraska. 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

• citations in references 
section 

• http://www.mbr-
pwrc.usgs.gov/cgi-
bin/atlasa99.pl?01900 

6 
Habitat Trend 

in R2 

A During the breeding season, American Bitterns use tall, dense, shallow- or deep-water 
emergent vegetation in wetlands; native vegetation in wet meadows; and moderately 
tall, dense, native or tame vegetation in uplands adjacent to wetlands (Bent 1963; 
Stewart 1975; Duebbert and Lokemoen 1977; Hanowski and Niemi 1986, 1988; 
Faanes and Lingle 1995; Kent and Dinsmore 1996). They breed in seasonal, 
semipermanent, temporary, permanent, fen, and restored wetlands, and in hayland, 
cropland, Conservation Reserve Program grasslands, and idle grasslands (Stewart 
and Kantrud 1965; Stewart 1975; Duebbert and Lokemoen 1977; Faanes 1981; 
Kantrud and Stewart 1984; Hanowski and Niemi 1986, 1988; Luttschwager and 
Higgins 1992; VanRees-Siewert 1993; Faanes and Lingle 1995; Brininger 1996; 
VanRees-Siewert and Dinsmore 1996).  Wetlands with robust emergent vegetation are 
decling in Region 2 and elsewhere in the Great Plains. 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

• citations in references 
section 

• www.natureserve.org 
 



 
Species: American bittern (Botaurus lentiginosus) 

Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

7 
Habitat 

Vulnerability 
or 

Modification 

A Threatened by loss and degradation of wetlands due to drainage, filling, conversion to 
agriculture or recreational use, siltation, and pollution. The most serious factor limiting 
populations is availability of wetland habitat. The entire life cycle is dependent on 
wetlands, yet over half the original wetlands in the conterminous U.S. have been 
destroyed (Tiner 1984). The most serious losses have occurred among palustrine 
emergent wetlands, of which about 4.75 million acres (1.92 million ha) were lost 
between the mid-1950s and mid-1970s (Tiner 1984). Inland, freshwater wetlands, the 
most important nesting and wintering areas, are among the most threatened habitats 
(Tiner 1984). Larger wetlands (greater than 10 ha) may support large portions of 
regional nesting populations, and loss of these wetlands can be critical to populations 
in many areas. Small wetlands (less than five ha) may serve as important alternate 
feeding sites and as "stepping stones" during movements between larger wetlands, 
but receive no legal protection in most states. Habitat quality also may be limiting. 
Eutrophication, siltation, chemical contamination, and human disturbance may 
seriously reduce habitat quality, even at large protected wetlands. Eutrophication, 
caused by inflow of nitrates and phosphates from urban and agricultural areas, in 
combination with silting and turbidity, has damaged the aquatic fauna that serve as 
prey for endangered Eurasian bitterns in Great Britain (Day and Wilson 1978). 
Marshland invasion by purple loosestrife (LYTHRUM SALICARIA) and phragmites 
(PHRAGMITES AUSTRALIS) may substantially alter waterbird habitats in the 
northeastern U.S., but effects on bitterns have not been assessed.   Stock ponds and 
other water developments can provide wetland habitat if grazing is curtailed but this is 
usually not the case on private and public lands. 
 
 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

• citations in references 
section 

• www.natureserve.org 

8 
Life History 

and 
Demographics 

B  
 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

•  
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National Forests in the Rocky Mountain Region where species is KNOWN (K) or LIKELY(L)1 to occur:   
 
Colorado NF/NG 

K
no

w
n 

L
ik

el
y 

Kansas NF/NG  

K
no

w
n 

L
ik

el
y 

Nebraska NF/NG  
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South Dakota 
NF/NG 
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Wyoming NF/NG 

K
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Arapaho-Roosevelt NF  L Cimmaron NG K  Samuel R.McKelvie NF K  Black Hills NF K  Shoshone NF   
White River NF  L    Halsey NF K  Buffalo Gap NG K  Bighorn NF   
Routt NF  L    Nebraska NF  L Ft. Pierre NG K  Black Hills NF  L 
Grand Mesa, 
Uncompahgre, 
Gunnison NF 

L     Ogalala NG K     Medicine Bow NF K  

San Juan NF K           Thunder Basin NG K  
Rio Grande NF  L             
Pike-San Isabel NF K              
Comanche NG  K              
 

                                                 
1 Likely is defined as more likely to occur than not occur on the National Forest or Grassland.  This generally can be thought of as having a 50% chance or 
greater of appearing on NFS lands. 



References 
 
Azure, D. A.  1998.  Aspects of American Bittern ecology in northwest  
     Minnesota.  M.S. thesis.  University of North Dakota, Grand Forks,  
     North Dakota.  139 pages. 
      
Azure, D. A., W. L. Brininger, J. E. Toepfer, G. Huschle, and R. D. Crawford.   
     2000.  First described renesting attempt by an American Bittern.  Wilson  
     Bulletin 112:271-273. 
 
Bent, A. C.  1963.  Life histories of North American marsh birds.  Dover 
     Publications, Inc., New York, New York.  392 pages. 
 
Boyer, G. F., and O. E. Devitt.  1961.  A significant increase in the birds 
     of Luther Marsh, Ontario, following freshwater impoundment.  Canadian  
     Field-Naturalist 75:225-237.   
 
Brininger, W. L., Jr.  1996.  The ecology of the American Bittern in northwest 
     Minnesota. M.S. thesis.  St. Cloud State University, St. Cloud, Minnesota.   
     70 pages. 
 
Brown, M., and J. J. Dinsmore.  1986.  Implications of marsh size and isolation 
     for marsh bird management.  Journal of Wildlife Management 50:392-397.  
 
Daub, B. C.  1993.  Effects of marsh area and characteristics on avian  
     diversity and nesting success.  M.S. thesis.  University of Michigan,  
     Ann Arbor, Michigan.  37 pages. 
 
Duebbert, H. F., and J. T. Lokemoen.  1977.  Upland nesting of American  
     Bitterns, Marsh Hawks, and Short-eared Owls.  Prairie Naturalist 9:33-40. 
 
Faanes, C. A.  1981.  Birds of the St. Croix River Valley:  Minnesota and  
     Wisconsin.  North American Fauna 73.  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,  
     Washington, D.C.  196 pages. 
 
Faanes, C. A., and G. R. Lingle.  1995.  Breeding birds of the Platte River 
     Valley of Nebraska.  Jamestown, ND:  Northern Prairie Wildlife Research  
     Center home page. http://www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/distr/birds/platte/ 
     platte.htm (Version 16JUL97). 
 



Fredrickson, L. H., and F. A. Reid.  1986.  Wetland and riparian habitats:   
     a nongame management overview.  Pages 59-96 in J. B. Hale,  
     L. B. Best, and R. L. Clawson, editors.  Management of nongame wildlife 
     in the Midwest:  a developing art.  North Central Section Wildlife  
     Society, Chelsea, Michigan. 
 
Gabrielson, I. R.  1914.  Ten days' bird study in a Nebraska swamp.  Wilson 
     Bulletin 26:51-68. 
 
Gibbs, J. P., S. Melvin, and F. A. Reid.  1992.  American Bittern (Botaurus 
     lentiginosus).  In A. Poole, P. Stettenheim, and F. Gill, 
     editors.  The birds of North America, No. 18. The Academy of Natural 
     Sciences, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; The American Ornithologists' Union, 
     Washington, D.C. 
 
Hands, H. M., R. D. Drobney, and M. R. Ryan.  1989.  Status of the American  
     Bittern in the northcentral United States.  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
     Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit, Columbia, Missouri.  Prepared 
     for:  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Fort Snelling, Minnesota.  13 pages. 
 
Hanowski, J. M., and G. J. Niemi.  1986.  Habitat characteristics for bird  
     species of special concern.  Unpublished report to Minnesota Department 
     of Natural Resources, St. Paul, Minnesota.  50 pages. 
 
Hanowski, J. M., and G. J. Niemi.  1988.  An approach for quantifying habitat 
     characteristics for rare wetland birds.  Pages 51-56 in Ecosystem 
     management: rare and endangered species and significant habitats.   
     Proceedings of the 15th Annual Natural Areas Conference. 
 
Johnsgard, P. A.  1980.  A preliminary list of the birds of Nebraska and  
     adjacent Plains states. University of Nebraska, Lincoln, Nebraska.   
     156 pages. 
 
Johnson, D. H., and  L. D. Igl (Series Coordinators).  2001.  Effects  
     of management practices on grassland birds.  Northern Prairie  
     Wildlife Research Center, Jamestown, ND.  Jamestown, ND:  
     Northern Prairie Wildlife Research Center Home Page.  
     http://www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/literatr/grasbird/grasbird.htm 
     (Version 11APR2001). 
 



 
Jones, R. E.  1994.  Non-waterfowl evaluation of Manitoba's North American  
     Waterfowl Management Program.  Unpublished report.  Wildlife Branch,  
     Manitoba Department of Natural Resources, Winnipeg, Manitoba.  15 pages. 
 
Kantrud, H. A., and K. F. Higgins.  1992.  Nest and nest site characteristics  
     of some ground nesting, non-passerine birds of northern grasslands.   
     Prairie Naturalist 24:67-84. 
 
Kent, T. H., and J. J. Dinsmore.  1996.  Birds in Iowa.  Published by the  
     authors, Iowa City and Ames, Iowa.  391 pages. 
 
Knapton, R. W.  1979.  Birds of the Gainsborough-Lyleton region.  Saskatchewan 
     Natural History Society Special Publication 10.  72 pages. 
 
Lewis, W. E.  1930.  Waterbirds in dry land.  Wilson Bulletin 42:36-44. 
 
Luttschwager, K. A., and K. F. Higgins.  1992.  Nongame bird, game bird, and  
     deer use of Conservation Reserve Program fields in eastern South Dakota.   
     Proceedings of the South Dakota Academy of Science 71:31-36. 
 
Manci, K. M., and D. H. Rusch.  1988.  Indices to distribution and abundance 
     of some inconspicuous waterbirds on Horicon Marsh.  Journal of Field  
     Ornithology 59:67-75. 
 
Messmer, T. A.  1985.  Effects of specialized grazing systems on upland nesting 
     birds in southcentral North Dakota.  M.S. thesis.  North Dakota State  
     University, Fargo, North Dakota.  112 pages. 
 
Middleton, D. S.  1949.  Close proximity of two nests of American Bitterns.   
     Wilson Bulletin 61:113. 
 
Mousley, H.  1939.  Home life of the American Bittern.  Wilson Bulletin  
     51:83-85. 
      
National Geographic Society.  1987.  Field guide to the birds of North America,  
     second edition.  National Geographic Society, Washington, D.C.  464 pages. 
 
Naugle, D. E.  1997.  Habitat area requirements of prairie wetland birds in  
     eastern South Dakota.  Ph.D. dissertation.  South Dakota State University, 



     Brookings, South Dakota.  85 pages. 
 
Oetting, R. B., and J. F. Cassel.  1971.  Waterfowl nesting on interstate  
     highway right-of-way in North Dakota.  Journal of Wildlife Management 
     35:774-781. 
 
Provost, M. W.  1947.  Nesting of birds in the marshes of northwest Iowa.   
     American Midland Naturalist 38:485-503. 
 
Stewart, R. E.  1975.  Breeding birds of North Dakota.  Tri-College Center 
     for Environmental Studies, Fargo, North Dakota.  295 pages. 
      
Stewart, R. E., and H. A. Kantrud.  1965.  Ecological studies of waterfowl  
     populations in the prairie potholes of North Dakota.  U.S. Fish and Wildlife  
     Service, Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife.  1965 Progress Report.   
     14 pages. 
 
Svedarsky, W. D.  1992.  Observations on nesting of the American Bittern in 
     northwest Minnesota.  Prairie Naturalist 24:241-250. 
 
VanRees-Siewert, K. L.  1993.  The influence of wetland age on bird and aquatic 
     macroinvertebrate use of restored Iowa wetlands.  M.S. thesis.  Iowa State 
     University, Ames, Iowa.  96 pages. 
 
VanRees-Siewert, K. L., and J. J. Dinsmore.  1996.  Influence of wetland age  
     on bird use of restored wetlands in Iowa.  Wetlands 16:577-582. 
 
Vesall, D. B.  1940.  Notes on the nesting habits of the American Bittern.   
     Wilson Bulletin 52:207-208. 
 
Weber, M. J.  1978.  Non-game birds in relation to habitat variation on South 
     Dakota wetlands.  M.S. thesis.  South Dakota State University, Brookings, 
     South Dakota.  54 pages. 
 
Weber, M. J., P. A. Vohs, Jr., and L. D. Flake.  1982.  Use of prairie wetlands 
     by selected bird species in South Dakota.  Wilson Bulletin 94:550-554. 
 


