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The Roseate Spoonbill (Platalea ajaja) lives in coastal wetlands from the southern
United States south through Middle and South America. On the Pacific coast of the
United States and northwestern Mexico, it is a local summer visitor and post-breeding
wanderer, rare in Sonora (Russell and Monson 1998), very rare on the Baja California
peninsula (Howell and Webb 1995, Amador and Ramirez 1996), and casual and
irregular (primarily immature birds in the post-breeding period) in southern Arizona
(Monson and Phillips 1981) and California (California Bird Records Committee 2007).
The Roseate Spoonbill is currently a regular summer resident in Sonoran estuaries at
least as far north as Estero Santa Cruz in Bahia Kino.

The only published record of the Roseate Spoonbill breeding in Sonora is from
Estero Tobari in the southern part of the state, where Palacios and Mellink (1995)
documented 15 nests on 14 May 1994. In May 2010, this colony had approximately
21 nests (Germéan N. Leyva Garcia pers. comm.). Currently, the spoonbill breeds as
far north in the Gulf of California as Bahia Guasimas, 100 km north of Estero Tobari,
where in 2010 approximately 20 pairs nested in a mixed-species colony of wading
birds (Jaqueline Garcia Hernandez pers. comm.). Here we report the northward
extension of the breeding range in the Gulf of California to Estero Santa Cruz, 167
km north of the Bahia Guasimas colony (Figure 1).

Estero Santa Cruz is a 3622-ha negative estuary dominated by thickets of Black
Mangrove (Avicennia germinans), extensive tidal flats, and permanent channels
(Brusca 1980). Formerly the terminus of the Rio Sonora, since the damming of the
river in 1947 Estero Santa Cruz no longer receives significant freshwater input, so the
aquatic environment is hypersaline (Quevedo Estrada 2007). It is located at 28°48’
N, 111° 54’ W on the eastern shore of the midriff island region of the Gulf of Cali-
fornia, immediately south of the fishing village of Bahia Kino, Sonora (Fleischner and
Gates 2009). On 23 May 2007, we noted a mixed-species colony of wading birds,
predominantly Reddish Egrets (Egretta rufescens), Snowy Egrets (E. thula), White
Ibises (Eudocimus albus), and Yellow-crowned Night-Herons (Nyctanassa violacea) in
a Black Mangrove thicket on the western margin of Estero Santa Cruz (Figure 2). The
mangroves average 4 meters high and have a dense canopy of leaves and branches.
The substrate consists of thick mud with permanent pools and channels. We recorded
the perimeter of the colony with GPS and mapped it with ArcGIS 9.2, calcuating the
area of the colony as 0.42 hectares adjacent to the shoreline. This colony was also
active in 2008, 2009, and 2010.

Because of the dense canopy, much of the colony could not be scrutinized directly.
Therefore in 2009 and 2010 we made flight-line counts (Paul and Paul 2004) to
determine the composition and abundance of species within the colony. These counts
record the number of adults flying to the colony from foraging grounds and vice versa.
Each count began approximately 2 hours after sunrise and lasted 1 hour. At sunrise
one of the adults leaves the nest to forage, returning to the nest approximately 2
hours later to switch with the adult that has been guarding the nest. By recording
all the birds flying in and out of the colony we obtained a flight rate. which we then
multiplied by 1.5 to estimate the number of nests in the colony (Paul and Paul 2004).
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