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INTRODUCTION

A 1995 comprehensive study of bank-nesting birds within the lower
Chesapeake Bay (Watts, et al. 1996) revealed a total of 454 Coastal Plain Cliff Swallow
(Petrochelidonpyrrhonota)nests at 6 sites, 5 within the lower James River drainage
and 1 within the lower Rappahanock River drainage. Of these sites, the Route 156
Benjamin Harrison Bridge, which traverses the James River between Prince George
and Charles City counties, had 292nests, 64% of the total nests documented. Since that
study no systematic census of that breeding population has been done. Kain (1987)and
Rottenbom and Brinkley (in press) list the CliffSwallow as a rare Coastal Plain transient
and breeder. This species was recommended for "special concern" status for Virginia
in 1991due to perceived loss of nesting sites (Ridd and Hale 1991).The purpose of this
paper is to provide an update on the status of the largest breeding colony known for
the state and to evaluate the proposed status of "special concern" for the state.

METHODS

On 17 June 2005 we made a detailed census of the entire length of the

Benjamin Harrison Bridge by boat. We piloted the boat beneath the bridge, through
adjoining bridge piling sections, making 2 passes through each, one from up river,
one from down river. As the boat passed under each span, 2 observers counted
nests independently.

RESULTS

Our completed census revealed 899 active Cliff Swallow nests. At least
41 (5%) had visible young or direct fecal stain evidence of young. Of the total nest
count -75 were under construction. All nests were found on the bridge's concrete

superstructures which were immediately below and at right angles to the bridge
roadway. Nests were found on both the north and south facing sides of the structural
support elements. No nests were found on the bridge's metal superstructure. The
highest nest densities (-25-35/ section) were within 150 meters of both the north
and south shorelines. Nest density declined significantly from either side with
proximity to the center of the bridge span. Nest placement on the bridge's concrete
superstructure was consistent with the findings of the 1995survey.
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DISCUSSION

The first recorded Virginia Coastal Plain Cliff Swallow nesting was in 1979
with 12 nests located on the Benjamin Harrison Bridge (Scott 1979a, 1979b). This
report was consistent with a southeast range expansion which had been occurring
for some time (Brown and Brown 1995). Growth of the Benjamin Harrison Bridge

colony between 1979 and 2005 has been exponential with an average doubling
time of 3.9 years. Our 2005 nest count represents a 300% increase at this site since
1995, and is 199% higher than the entire Coastal Plain count documented in 1995.
This count exceeded all previously reported Virginia peak nest counts, not only for
the Coastal Plain, but for the Piedmont (200 active nests at Kerr Reservoir 12 June

1977), and Mountains and Valleys (55 nests in Augusta County June 1984) (Kain
1987; Rottenborn and Brinkley, in press).

Results of the 1995 study indicated that available Coastal Plain concrete
structures suitable for Cliff Swallow nesting were underutilized, and that those that
were occupied "had numerous sections with no nests" (Watts et al. 1996). Since the
1995 survey, the breeding colony on the Benjamin Harrison Bridge has expanded to
occupy a significant portion of the available structure. Surveys of other known and
potential nesting locations are needed to assess growth in the broader Coastal Plain
population. Given the exponential growth of the population and the fact that the
species has only recently colonized the state, we believe that proposals requesting
a status of "special concern" in Virginia should be reconsidered.
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INTRODUCTION

In eastern North America, the Red-breasted Nuthatch (Sitta canadensis)

breeds southward through the Appalachian Mountains to eastern Tennessee and
western North Carolina (AOU 1998),northwestern South Carolina, and northeastern

Georgia (Renfrow 2003, Renfrow In press). In the southern Appalachians, the species
isfound during thebreeding seasonin high-elevationred spruce (Picearubens)-Fraser
fir (Abiesfraseri)(Adams 1959,Simpson 1976,Alsop and Laughlin 1991),eastern
hemlock (Tsuga canadensis) (Simpson 1976, Holt 1974, Holt 2000, Kendeigh and
Fawver 1981), and eastern white pine (Pinus strobus) (Simpson 1976, McNair 1987)
forests. It is considered a permanent resident in these three forest types (Simpson
1976), but apparently retreats from the boreal spruce-fir zone to lower elevations
during most winters. Summer populations may also occur in second-growth red
spruce (Mayfield 1993), spruce-northern hardwoods (DeGarmo 1948, Stewart and
Aldrich 1949, Brooks Bird Club 1989), hemlock-northern hardwoods (Odum 1950,

Holt 1974, Holt 2000, Kendeigh and Fawver 1981, Wilcove 1988), oak-dominated
forests (Wilcove1988),and table mountain (P.pungens)-pitchpine (P. rigida)heath
(Stevens 1975, Kendeigh and Fawver 1981). In Virginia, Red-breasted Nuthatches
are common summer residents in the spruce-fir forests on Mt. Rogers (1746 m) and
Whitetop Mountain (1682 m) in Grayson, Smyth, and Washington counties and
locally uncommon to rare at high elevations elsewhere in the state (Murray 1952,
Kain 1987), usually above 1067 m.

During 2002, I observed two nests of the Red-breasted Nuthatch in
Montgomery County, Virginia. Both nests were at elevations below 1067 m along
the Poverty Creek drainage within the Blacksburg Ranger District of the Jefferson
National Forest. This species' nests are not easily found, as evidenced by the paucity
of nest records in the Blue Ridge region, and only two nests have heretofore been
reported in Virginia (Clapp 1997). Information on its breeding biology in the
southern Appalachians also seems greatly limited.

FIELD OBSERV AnONs

I located the first nest on 27 April 2002. It was then being excavated about

12 m above ground in a dead pitch pine with a broken top and diameter of 26 em at
breast height. The diameter of the tree at the nest cavity was 15 em. The nest entrance
faced east and was 1 m from the top of the stub. The tree still retained most of its
bark, except for a small portion 0.5 m above the nest, and only a few short, broken
branches were still attached to the trunk. The nest site was at 634 m on Gap Mountain

.. --




