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Los Angeles as an avian  
diversity “hotspot” 
 
 

Wrentit (Chamaea fasciata).  Photo by A. Small 



Los Angeles County 
 
About 527 bird species recorded 
 
519 native species 
 
8 introduced,  
well established 
 
(another 20+  
non-natives  
in process of  
naturalizing) 

About 245 species  
have bred 
 



Complex seasonal roles 



 

Long history of ornithological exploration 
 
Specimen collections (LACM, etc.) 
 
eBird 
 
L. A. County Breeding Bird Atlas 
 
Urban adapters 
 
Urban losers 
 
 
 
 



Baseline information  
prior to intensive 
urbanization 
 
Grinnell 1898 
 
Willett 1912,  
1933 (revision) 
 
Specimen collections 
 
Oological collections 



Joseph Grinnell, 1898: 

 

SNOW GOOSE   

“Immense numbers feed during the winter and spring 

months on the Centinela grain fields” 

 

CLAPPER RAIL 

“Tolerably common resident…among the lagoons between 

San Pedro and Long Beach” 

 

SWAINSON’S HAWK 

“Breeds in considerable numbers…valleys and lowlands” 

 

LONG-EARED OWL 

“Common resident in the willow regions of the lowlands” 

 

YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO 

“Tolerably common summer resident in the willow regions of 

the lowlands” 

 

 



Joseph Grinnell, 1898: 

 

ALLEN’S HUMMINGBIRD  

“Spring migrant…March and April”” 

 

NORTHERN ROUGH-WINGED SWALLOW 

“A few pair…breed along watercourses with steep sandy 

banks” 

 

AMERICAN ROBIN 

“Common winter visitant throughout….remaining through 

the summer in small numbers on the higher mountains” 

 

BAND-TAILED PIGEON 

“Breeds sparingly on the higher mountains” 

 

NO MENTION OF: Great-tailed Grackle, Elegant Tern, and 

parrots, etc. 

 







Specimen collections (e.g., LACM) 
 
 Morphological data 
 Genetic data 
 Change over time 
 Verification of species/subspecies  
   identification 
 Associated biological data (breeding  
   seasons, parasites, diet) 
 

 
 



 

Limitations of specimen collections 
 
 Locality data often not precise 
 Older specimens often had limited  
  ancillary data 
 Lots of “collection gaps” 
 
 



 

http://vertnet.org/ 
 

VertNet is a NSF-funded collaborative project 
that makes biodiversity data free and available 
on the web. VertNet is a tool designed to help 

people discover, capture, and publish 
biodiversity data. It is also the core of a 

collaboration between hundreds of 
biocollections that contribute biodiversity data 

and work together to improve it.  
 
 

http://vertnet.org/
http://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1062193&HistoricalAwards=false
http://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1062193&HistoricalAwards=false
http://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1062193&HistoricalAwards=false
http://portal.vertnet.org/search
http://vertnet.org/join/ipt.html




eBird is the world’s largest biodiversity-
related citizen science project, with more 

than 100 million bird sightings contributed 
each year by eBirders around the world.  

 
A collaborative enterprise with hundreds 

of partner organizations, thousands of 
regional experts, and hundreds of 

thousands of users, eBird is managed by 
the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. 



eBird 
www.ebird.org 

 

Coverage bias and patterns 
   

Cautions for eBird use 
    

Maps of selected species 
  



House Finch, Haemorhous mexicanus 
eBird coverage bias and patterns 

House Finch map: gaps = no coverage 



   eBird 
 

Cautions for eBird use: 
 Filter/review process 
 Identification issues 
 Taxonomic issues  
 Metadata poor or absent 
 Skew toward rarities  
 Trend data often poor  
  (pre-2005 data scarce) 
   



California Quail, Callipepla californica 
Common in chaparral, oak woodlands, and rural areas; absent  

from the most urbanized lowland areas 



California Thrasher, Toxostoma redivivum 
A bird of the chaparral; generally absent from 

all of the urbanized lowlands 



California Towhee, Melozone crissalis 
Likes brushy areas and chaparral; resident around the 

fringes of the urban lowlands, even locally  
deep into the L. A. Basin 



Nuttall’s Woodpecker, Picoides nuttallii 
A bird of native woodlands, but also uses a variety of 

introduced, ornamental trees in parts of the urban lowlands 



House Finch, Haemorhous mexicanus 
Widespread in open natural habitats, but also thrives 

around human habitation throughout Los Angeles 



Bushtit, Psaltriparus minimus 
Common in oak woodlands and chaparral, but also in 
much of the urban core (where it is the only common  

year-round foliage-gleaning insectivorous bird) 



Acorn Woodpecker, Melanerpes formicivorus 
An oak specialist 



Acorn Woodpecker, Melanerpes formicivorus 
An oak specialist 

 



Acorn Woodpecker, Melanerpes formicivorus 
An oak specialist 

 













Yellow Warbler 
Setophaga petechia 



Pacific-slope Flycatcher 
Empidonax difficilis 



Mourning Dove 
Zenaida macroura 



Bewick’s Wren 
Thryomanes bewickii 



Red-shouldered Hawk 
Buteo lineatus 





Western Meadowlark 
Sturnella neglecta 



Horned Lark 
Eremophila alpestris 



Spotted Dove, Streptopelia chinensis 

Introduced from China to Hollywood around 1915; rapidly spread through 

much of s. California, where common in mid-1900s; declines started in 1970s; 

now scarce and localized (a few persist on Santa Catalina I. and in se. Los Angeles 

Basin) 



Eurasian Collared-Dove, Streptopelia decaocto 

Native to India, then spread through all of Europe. Introduced to Bahamas  

in 1970s, spread to Florida by 1980s, then across North America, reaching  

Los Angeles in late 1990s. Now common and widespread here.  



Spotted 
Dove 
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2015-6  
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Band-tailed Pigeon, Patagioenas fasciata 

Native pigeon. Prior to mid-1900s, restricted to mountain oak and conifer  

forests; spread to foothill suburbs by mid-1900s; now breeds locally even in  

urban centers (e.g. Ficus stands in downtown Los Angeles). 





Breeding Bird Atlas data were 
collected 1995-2000 
 
Repeat atlas 25 years later??? 
 
 Distributional shifts 
 
 Impacts of land use change 
 
 Long term population trends 







The future? 

 

Homogenization and globalization of urban avifaunas 

 

Extirpations/extinctions of habitat specialists 

 

Climate change and range/population shifts 

 

Better real-time data collection 
  

 


