" BioOne COMPLETE

A Comparison of the Origins of Yellow Rails
(Coturnicops noveboracensis) Wintering in Oklahoma
and Texas, USA

Authors: Butler, Christopher J., Wilson, Jennifer K., Frazee, Stephen
R., and Kelly, Jeffrey F.

Source: Waterbirds, 39(2) : 156-164

Published By: The Waterbird Society

URL: https://doi.org/10.1675/063.039.0206

BioOne Complete (complete.BioOne.org) is a full-text database of 200 subscribed and open-access titles
in the biological, ecological, and environmental sciences published by nonprofit societies, associations,
museums, institutions, and presses.

Your use of this PDF, the BioOne Complete website, and all posted and associated content indicates your
acceptance of BioOne’s Terms of Use, available at www.bioone.org/terms-of-use.

Usage of BioOne Complete content is strictly limited to personal, educational, and non - commercial use.
Commercial inquiries or rights and permissions requests should be directed to the individual publisher as
copyright holder.

BioOne sees sustainable scholarly publishing as an inherently collaborative enterprise connecting authors, nonprofit
publishers, academic institutions, research libraries, and research funders in the common goal of maximizing access to
critical research.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Waterbirds on 23 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



A Comparison of the Origins of Yellow Rails (Coturnicops
noveboracensis) Wintering in Oklahoma and Texas, USA

CHRISTOPHER J. BUTLER"", JENNIFER K. WILSON?, STEPHEN R. FRAZEE' AND JEFFREY F. KELLY?
‘Department of Biology, University of Central Oklahoma, Edmond, Oklahoma, 73034, USA

*Texas Mid-Coast National Wildlife Refuge Complex, Brazoria, Texas, 77422, USA
*Oklahoma Biological Survey and Department of Biology, Norman, Oklahoma, 73019, USA

“Corresponding author; E-mail: cbutlerl1@uco.edu

Abstract.—Numbers, densities, and sex ratios of Yellow Rails ( Coturnicops noveboracensis) wintering at Red Slough
Wildlife Management Area in McCurtain County, Oklahoma, USA, were approximated and compared to estimates
from birds wintering in coastal Texas, USA. Deuterium (8D) and sulfur (6*'S) values from rectrices of birds winter-
ing in Oklahoma and in Texas were also examined to determine where the birds bred. Yellow Rails in Oklahoma
from October 2009 through April 2010 were banded. Fifty-six Yellow Rails were captured, and the population was
estimated to consist of 90.3 + 25.5 birds, or 5.3 + 1.5 rails * ha, which is similar to the published density of Yellow
Rails in coastal Texas. Sex ratios did not differ from an expected 1:1 male:female ratio and did not differ between
Oklahoma and Texas. Rectrices from Texas (n=40) and Oklahoma (7 = 32) had similar 8D values and were broadly
consistent with published 8D values from southeastern Alberta to James Bay in Ontario and Quebec, Canada. The
8*S analysis from Texas (n = 4) and Oklahoma (n = 35) showed only two birds, both from Texas, with enriched
0% values, suggesting that most birds from Texas and Oklahoma bred in interior Canadian marshes. Although
the sample size was small, these results suggest interior overwintering sites contain similar densities to coastal sites.

Received 26 May 2015, accepted 23 November 2015.

Key words.— Coturnicops noveboracensis, density, deuterium, population estimate, stable isotope, sulfur, winter,

Yellow Rail.

Waterbirds 39(2): 156-164, 2016

Yellow Rails (Coturnicops noveboracensis) are
nocturnal marsh-dwelling birds that breed in
North America, from Nova Scotia and New
Brunswick west to Montana, Alberta and
northeastern British Columbia (Bookhout
1995; Phinney 2014). There are also isolated
populations in south-central Oregon and
northern California (Popper and Stern 2000;
Sterling 2008). They winter along the coast
from Texas to North Carolina (Bookhout
1995) and have recently been discovered
overwintering in southeastern Oklahoma
(Butler et al. 2010). While there have been
several studies about the biology of Yellow
Rails on their breeding grounds (Bookhout
and Stenzel 1987; Robert and Laporte 1999;
Austin and Buhl 2013), many other aspects of
their biology are poorly studied (Bookhout
1995), including the relatively few studies
about their winter ecology (Bookhout 1995).

Based on specimens collected from 1903
to 1918 in Charleston County, South Caro-
lina, Post (2008) described the wintering
habitat of Yellow Rails as damp, freshwater
fields, and suggested that they were often

found with LeConte’s Sparrows (Ammodra-
mus leconteir). Butler et al. (2010) found that
Yellow Rails overwintering in McCurtain
County, Oklahoma, used damp, grassy fields
dominated by Sporobolus sp. Post (2008) also
noted that there was a female bias in speci-
mens that were collected in South Carolina
and suggested that males and females may
overwinter in different habitats or at differ-
ent latitudes. Butler et al. (2014) found that
55.9% of the Yellow Rails banded at San Ber-
nard National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) in
Brazoria County, Texas, were male, but did
not suggest that there was a male bias at this
location. Butler et al. (2014) also estimated
that the population overwintering in sam-
pled marshes consisted of 1,170 + 300 indi-
viduals, or approximately 5.2 + 1.3 rails/ha.
We know little about the ecology of Yel-
low Rails in Oklahoma, which lies at the
extreme northwestern edge of the winter
range. Heck and Arbour (2008) summarized
published dates of occurrence for the 20th
century. They reported one record from
the 1960s, three records from the 1970s, no
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YELLOW RAILS IN OKLAHOMA AND TEXAS

records during the 1980s and four records
from the 1990s. Beginning in 2001, Okla-
homa Department of Wildlife Conservation
staff conducted regular rope drags to flush
Yellow Rails during October and early No-
vember at Red Slough Wildlife Management
Area (WMA), McCurtain County, Oklaho-
ma. Heck and Arbour (2008) observed Yel-
low Rails annually from 2001-2008 during
the autumn. In addition, Butler e al. (2010)
recently documented overwintering Yellow
Rails at this location. However, to date, no
estimates exist of the number of rails over-
wintering or the sex ratios present.

Some avian species stratify by age and sex
across their winter range, with young males
wintering the farthest north, adult males
wintering further south, young females win-
tering still further south, and adult females
wintering the farthest south (Nolan and Ket-
terson 1990). Post (2008) found a female
bias in Yellow Rail specimens from South
Carolina, but Butler et al. (2014) did not find
a sex-related bias in Yellow Rails from Texas.

Other avian species stratify themselves
on the winter range based upon where they
bred and thus exhibit strong migratory con-
nectivity. Salomonsen (1955) and Boulet
and Norris (2006) summarized four types of
migration that may lead to strong migratory
connectivity. Some species (e.g., Rock Sand-
piper (Calidris ptilocnemis) ) engage in a leap-
frog migration, where individuals breeding
further north tend to winter further south
(Boland 1990). Other species, such as Red
Knot (Calidris canutus), engage in longitudi-
nal migration and stratify themselves along
a north/south gradient, with individuals
that breed further north tending to winter
further north, and individuals that breed
further south tending to winter further
south (Piersma et al. 2005). Still other spe-
cies engage in parallel migration and strat-
ify themselves along an east/west gradient,
with individuals from the western portion of
the breeding range tending to winter in the
western portion of the winter range (Nor-
ris et al. 2006). Finally, some subspecies of
Canada Goose (Branta canadensis) engage in
crosswise migration, with western birds win-
tering further east (Mowbray et al. 2002).
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The extent of migratory connectivity in
Yellow Rails has not been investigated, and it
is unknown whether rails wintering in Okla-
homa breed in the same region as other rail
species wintering in Texas. Although records
through 2015 show that 1,835 individual Yel-
low Rails have been captured and marked
throughout Canada and the USA, there has
been only a single recovery (Bird Banding
Laboratory 2015). Consequently, stable iso-
tope analysis can help clarify the extent of
migratory connectivity in birds (Boulet and
Norris 2006). Isotopes are elements with dif-
ferent numbers of neutrons in the nucleus
(McMurray and Fay 1995). Isotope ratios
vary across the landscape in a predictable
fashion. For example, deuterium (0D) is
heavier than protium (ordinary hydrogen)
(McMurray and Fay 1995). This means that
dD precipitates more readily than protium
(Merlivat and Jouzel 1979) and so maps of
stable H isotope ratios can be derived from
maps of precipitation (Bowen et al. 2005;
Boulet and Norris 2006). Isotope ratios in an
organism’s tissues reflect the local isoscape
(Webster et al. 2002). Since feathers are met-
abolically inert, the isotopic ratio is “locked
in” after a feather stops growing (Hobson
2005). Consequently, comparing 0D values
from feathers to 0D maps enables investiga-
tors to determine feather origins (Bowen et
al. 2005). Sulfur is another widely used sta-
ble isotope, as the stable isotope ratio of sul-
fur (8*S) differs among saltwater and fresh-
water habitats (Lott et al. 2003). Yellow Rails
grow new rectrices (tail feathers) on their
breeding grounds (Pyle 2008), so it should
be possible to collect a single rectrix from a
Yellow Rail wintering at Red Slough WMA,
subject the feather to a stable isotope analy-
sis, and identify where the individual bred.

The objectives of this study were three-
fold: 1) create population estimates for Yel-
low Rails wintering at Red Slough WMA; 2)
examine the sex ratios of Yellow Rails at Red
Slough WMA and compare them to pub-
lished sex ratios of Yellow Rails at San Ber-
nard NWR; and 3) use stable isotope analysis
to determine whether Yellow Rails at Red
Slough WMA and San Bernard NWR bred in
the same region.
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METHODS

Study Area

We banded Yellow Rails at Red Slough Wildlife
Management Area (33° 38' 20.04" N, 94° 33' 14.04" W;
Fig. 1), an area cooperatively managed by the Okla-
homa Department of Wildlife Conservation, the U.S.
Forest Service, and the Natural Resources Conservation
Service (U.S. Forest Service 2009). Red Slough WMA
is located in McCurtain County, Oklahoma, where the
1981-2010 average January high temperature is 11.7
°C and the average January low temperature is -1.5 °C
(Oklahoma Climatological Survey 2014). Red Slough
WMA consists of 971 ha of wetlands, 647 ha of shrub/
scrub habitat, 445 ha of (reforested) bottomland hard-
woods, 168 ha of reservoirs, and 121 ha of woodlands
(U.S. Forest Service 2016). Although Yellow Rails were
captured in three fields during 2008-2009 (a total of 23
ha; Butler e al. 2010), they were found in only two fields
during 2009-2010 (a total of 17 ha). Grasses, predomi-
nantly Sporobolus spp., dominated these fields (Butler et
al. 2010).

We also banded Yellow Rails at San Bernard Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge (29° 4' 59.88" N, 95° 15' 00.00"
W) in Brazoria and Matagorda Counties, Texas. San
Bernard NWR consists of 11,100 ha of salt marsh habi-
tat, of which 5,058 ha are similar Spartina marshes as
described below. The mean high temperature of nearby
Galveston during winter is 17.4 °C and the mean low
temperature was 10.0 °C (Office of the Texas State Cli-
matologist 2014). Galveston receives 128.9 cm of rain

Red Slough
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each year, of which 26.1 cm (20.3%) falls during the
winter (Office of the Texas State Climatologist 2014).
We banded Yellow Rails at the Cedar Lake Creek unit,
a 224.6-ha salty prairie marsh dominated by Gulf cord-
grass (Spartina spartinae), saltmeadow cordgrass (Spar-
tina patens) and eastern baccharis (Baccharis halimifolia) .

Butler et al. (2014) presented details about band-
ing Yellow Rails in Texas. Banding occurred between 10
November 2009 and 20 April 2010, including two occa-
sions in November 2009, two in January 2010, three in
February 2010, and five in April 2010. Similar to Perkins
et al. (2010), two observers used a utility task vehicle
(UTV) at San Bernard NWR to flush the rails. Sampling
began at 18:00 hr and concluded by 01:00 hr.

We banded Yellow Rails once per month at Red
Slough WMA from 23 October 2009 to 9 April 2010.
The procedure outlined by Butler et al. (2010) was used
to catch Yellow Rails (i.e., a 12-m rope weighted with
bottles (filled with rocks) was dragged through each
field at night and birds were captured using handheld
nets). Sampling began ~30 min after the sunset and last-
ed for 3 hr. The number of people participating ranged
from four to 17, although only three individuals had
nets. Two people held the ends of the rope, while the
remainder spaced themselves evenly behind the rope,
maintaining a distance of 2-4 m from the rope. We used
adjacent transects to sample for Yellow Rails, covering
the fields from edge to edge. Lanterns were placed on
opposite ends of the field to ensure that transects were
straight.

Given that this study spanned several months, per-
manent immigration or emigration of individuals to the

A N
~ San Bernard NWR

Figure 1. A map of the general locations of Red Slough Wildlife Management Area (WMA), Oklahoma, and San

Bernard National Wildlife Refuge (NWR), Texas.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Waterbirds on 23 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



YELLOW RAILS IN OKLAHOMA AND TEXAS

population may have occurred, so we chose to use the
open population model POPAN to estimate population
size. POPAN is a modified Jolly-Seber model and uses
mark-recapture rates to derive population estimates
(Arnason and Schwarz 1999). We entered the encoun-
ter history of each bird for the period November 2009
to March 2010 into program MARK to estimate popula-
tion sizes using the POPAN model (White and Burn-
ham 1999; Cooch and White 2010). We excluded birds
captured in October and April from the analysis as they
may have been migrants. Population sizes were estimat-
ed only for the locations where we banded birds (i.e., 17
ha at Red Slough WMA).

The assumptions of POPAN include that the marks
are not lost, that there is homogeneity of capture prob-
ability between marked and unmarked animals, and
that there is homogenous survival of marked and un-
marked animals (Cooch and White 2010). Although we
used different methods to capture Yellow Rails in Texas
and Oklahoma, the method of capture was consistent at
each site. Consequently, while capture probabilities may
differ in Oklahoma and Texas, capture probabilities for
each location should be homogenous.

We pulled two rectrices from each bird captured
during November through March and subjected them
to a stable isotope analysis using protocol details in Kelly
et al. (2008). In addition, feathers from rails banded in
Oklahoma during November 2008 through March 2009
were also included in the analysis. For the 8D analysis,
we removed approximately 0.15 mg of feather and then
wrapped this sample in a silver capsule. These samples
were then loaded into an autosampler and put into a
high temperature (1,450 °C) reduction furnace inter-
faced with an isotope ratio mass spectrometer. To ac-
count for the exchange of hydrogen in the feather with
hydrogen in the atmosphere, we employed the protocol
outlined by Wassenaar and Hobson (2003), which uses
“working standards” (i.e., samples with known hydro-
gen values) to correct for the effects of atmospheric
hydrogen. The analysis procedure for *'S was similar
although different capsules were used (tin instead of
silver) and analyses used a Carlo Erba elementary ana-
lyzer at 800 °C linked to an isotope ratio mass spectrom-
eter. To help identify the 0D offset, we also obtained
dD values from two Yellow Rail rectrices from Manitoba,
Canada. One feather sample came from Oak Hammock
Marsh (50° 10' 9.01" N, 97° 7' 9.01" W) while the other
sample came from a bog near Sundown (49° 7' 3" N,
96° 22' 5.99" W). The University of Oklahoma Stable
Isotope Lab carried out the stable isotope analysis.

Sex was determined by extracting DNA from the
quill of the rectrix using a Qiagen DNEasy kit (QIAGEN
Inc.) following the manufacturer’s recommendations.
We amplified sex-linked alleles using the 2550F and
2718R primers (Fridolfsson and Ellegren 1999). Ampli-
fication volumes totaled 10 pl and included 50-250 ng
genomic DNA, 3.0 mM MgCl,, 200pM dNTP’s, 2 pmol
of each primer and 0.25 U Taq. We denatured reactions
for 1 min at 94 °C followed by 35 cycles of 94 °C dena-
turing for 30 sec, 50 °C annealing for 30 sec and 72 °C
extension for 40 sec. A final 5-min extension at 72 °C
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completed the PCR profile. We visualized 10 pl of each
PCR sample on a 2% agarose gel containing 0.025 pg
ethidium bromide per ml. Gels were photographed un-
der UV light and assigned sex by counting the number
of bands (two bands for females, one band for males).

All statistical tests comparing sex ratios and stable
isotope values used statistical program R (R Develop-
ment Core Team 2015). 8D stable isotope residuals
were non-normally distributed so we used a Mann-Whit-
ney test, while 8*S stable isotope residuals were nor-
mally distributed so we used an independent two-tailed
ttest. Due to the small sample sizes in the study, we also
calculated effect size (Cohen’s d; Cohen 1988; Rosnow
and Rosenthal 1996). We present results as mean + SE
for parametric data and medians with 95% confidence
intervals for non-parametric data.

RESuULTS

The POPAN model included the cap-
ture histories of the 39 rails banded at Red
Slough WMA between 20 November 2009
and 26 March 2010. All 10 recaptures oc-
curred during this period, with one recap-
ture in December, one in January, three in
February and five in March (Table 1). We
recaptured six individuals once, and recap-
tured two individuals twice. POPAN esti-
mated that 90.3 + 25.5 individuals, or 5.3 +
1.5 rails * ha', overwintered at Red Slough
WMA during this period. The best POPAN
model indicated that recapture probability
and survivorship did not change with time,
but there was time-dependence in the prob-
ability of entering the population (Table 2).
The probability of entering the population
was lowest during the period 15 January to
25 February 2010 (Table 3).

Table 1. Summary of Yellow Rails (Coturnicops novebo-
racensis) captured and recaptured at Red Slough Wild-
life Management Area, Oklahoma, 2009-2010. Birds
captured in October and April were excluded from the
POPAN analysis.

Date New Recaptures
23 October 2009 16 0
20 November 2009 10 0
11 December 2009 3 1
15 January 2010 4 1
26 February 2010 6 3
26 March 2010 14 5
9 April 2010 1 0
Total 56 10
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Table 2. Summary of the POPAN models with an Akaike Information Criterion corrected for small sample sizes
(AIC) for Yellow Rails (Coturnicops noveboracensis) captured and recaptured at Red Slough Wildlife Management
Area, Oklahoma, 2009-2010. Models shown include probability of survival (8), probability of recapture (p), and
probability of entering the population (8). Models were either time-dependent (#) or time-independent (.). Models

with AIC, < 0.00001 included 6(.)p(.)B(.), 8(.)p()B(.), Ot)p(.)B(.), and B(t)p(t)B(.)-

Model AAIC, AIC_ Weight Model Likelihood Number of Parameters
0(.)p(.)B() 0.00 0.86 1.00 6
6(.)pt)B(t) 4.06 0.11 0.13 10
O)p(.)B() 6.85 0.03 0.03 9
B)pt)B(t) 13.01 0.00 0.00 13

During the period November through
March, we were able to determine the sex of
28 birds from Red Slough WMA. Eighteen of
these birds were male, while 10 were female,
but the ratio of male:female did not differ
significantly from 1:1 (*= 2.29, P = 0.13),
although the effect size was large (d = 0.59).
For the same time at San Bernard NWR, 33
of the 59 known-sex birds were male (Butler
et al. 2014). The differences between the two
regions was not significant (Fisher’s exact
test, P=0.49).

We obtained 8D values from 72 birds,
including 40 from Texas and 32 from OKkla-
homa (15 from 2008/2009 and 17 from
2009/2010). There was no significant dif-
ference in 8D values from Oklahoma Yellow
Rails between 2008/2009 and 2009,/2010
(Mann-Whitney U =148, P= 0.46). Likewise,
there was no significant difference in 8D val-
ues between Oklahoma and Texas (Mann-
Whitney U = 516, P = 0.15). However, 16 of
the 40 Yellow Rails from Texas and three of
the 32 birds from Oklahoma had 6D values
consistent with areas south of the breeding
range (including six feathers with 8D values
consistent with Oklahoma and Texas), sug-
gesting that these feathers were not molted
on the breeding grounds. Excluding these

individuals from the analysis, Yellow Rails
banded in Texas had a median 8D of -139.6
(95% CI: -156.8, -132.7) while birds banded
in Oklahoma had a median 3D of -130.7
(95% CI: -150.7, -122.2) indicating that Yel-
low Rails wintering in Oklahoma may have
bred further south than Yellow Rails winter-
ing in Texas. However, there was no signifi-
cant difference in 8D values (Mann-Whitney,
U= 418, P=0.22), although the effect size
was moderate (d=0.47). The 0D values from
the two birds from Manitoba (-93.2 and
-113.2) suggest that a 8D offset of approxi-
mately 20 is required for geographic assign-
ment. Thus, range of the 8D values is broad-
ly consistent with the area extending from
southeastern Alberta northeast to James Bay.

We obtained 6*'S values from 31 individu-
als from Texas (n = 4) and Oklahoma (n =
27). Yellow Rails wintering in Oklahoma had
a mean 0*S of 3.6 + 1.2, while Yellow Rails
wintering in Texas had a mean &S of 9.39
+ 1.5, and higher 6*S values are consistent
with birds breeding near a maritime influ-
ence such as James Bay. The difference was
significant (t-test, £, =-3.03, P=0.02) with a
large effect size (d =-1.62). Only two birds
had high 6*S values, indicating that these
two birds bred near a maritime environ-

Table 3. A summary of the parameters for the top two POPAN models by month for Yellow Rails (Coturnicops
noveboracensis) captured and recaptured at Red Slough Wildlife Management Area, Oklahoma, 2009-2010. Models
shown include probability of survival (6), probability of recapture (p), and probability of entering the population
(B). Models were either time-dependent (t) or time-independent (.).

8()p(-)B() 8 )p(B()
Date (7] P g (7] P g
20 November-10 December 2009 0.691 0.296 0.000 0.609 0.117 0.368
11 December 2009-14 January 2010 0.691 0.296 0.065 0.609 0.142 0.332
15 January-25 February 2010 0.691 0.296 0.200 0.609 0.463 0.000
26 February-26 March 2010 0.691 0.296 0.772 0.609 0.586 0.436
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ment. 8D values and 8*'S values are not cor-
related (Spearman’s S = 4,078, P=0.62).

Discussion

The number of Yellow Rails wintering
at Red Slough WMA in Oklahoma (90.3 +
25.5 individuals) was surprisingly high given
that this location was only recently described
(Butler et al. 2010). Red Slough WMA is
much further inland than their traditional
coastal wintering sites, with a colder winter
climate, and the Oklahoma study site is dom-
inated by Sporobolus spp. (Butler et al. 2010)
rather than Spartina spp. as in Texas (Butler
et al. 2014).

Wintering Yellow Rails are difficult to
document, as the birds rarely flush and sel-
dom vocalize (Bookhout 1995). We used
UTVs to flush Yellow Rails in Texas, while
we used rope drags to flush Yellow Rails in
Oklahoma. Both methods were effective
at flushing rails. UTVs required fewer per-
sonnel and were more efficient at covering
large areas. However, concern exists that
vehicles may negatively affect marshes and
other wetland areas (Rader et al. 2001). Red
Slough WMA prohibits UTVs and all-terrain
vehicles, but rope drags were very efficient
in relatively small areas even though they re-
quired greater numbers of personnel.

The density of Yellow Rails at Red Slough
was 5.3 = 1.5 rails * ha' and was virtually
identical to the 5.2 + 1.3 rails * ha' at San
Bernard NWR in Texas (Butler et al. 2014).
Grace et al. (2005) used radio telemetry on
Yellow Rails in Texas and estimated that
home range size of this species during win-
ter was 1.16 ha, while Mizell (1998) estimat-
ed home range size to be 1.7 ha along the
Texas coast. However, both Mizell (1998)
and Grace et al. (2005) reported that Yellow
Rails may be gregarious on their wintering
grounds; consequently, the home ranges of
Yellow Rails may overlap considerably, and it
appears that density in Oklahoma and Texas
is approximately five individuals * ha'! in
suitable habitat (Butler et al. 2014).

The ratio of male to females in Okla-
homa did not differ significantly from a 1:1
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ratio, which mirrors the findings of Butler
et al. (2014). This suggests that there is no
north/south difference in sex ratios for
this species wintering in the southern Great
Plains. However, males outnumbered fe-
males by 1.8:1.0 in Oklahoma. It is possible
that a larger sample might reveal a biased
sex ratio in Oklahoma, and so there may be
an east-west female to male bias consistent
with the female dominated sex ratio found
by Post (2008) in South Carolina during the
early 20th century. It is also conceivable that
males and females may segregate by habitat,
as has been found with Water Rails (Rallus
aquaticus; Bravo et al. 2014).

Nineteen of the 72 Yellow Rails had 8D
values consistent with areas south of the
breeding range, which may indicate that
these rectrices were replacements of lost or
damaged feathers or that there may be un-
documented variations in molt patterns as
described by Pyle (2008). The stable isotope
analysis of the remaining birds suggests that
Yellow Rails banded at Red Slough WMA and
San Bernard NWR bred from southeastern
Alberta east to James Bay. Although there
was not a significant difference in the 6D ex-
cess in feathers from Texas and Oklahoma,
the effect size was moderate, which suggests
that a larger sample size may detect a sig-
nificant difference in the 6D excess between
these two locations. Birds caught in Texas
had 8D excess values that were generally
consistent with areas further north than the
dD excess values from birds caught in OXkla-
homa. Only two Yellow Rails had enriched
&*S values consistent with a marine environ-
ment, which suggests that the majority of
birds grew rectrices while at interior marsh-
es in Canadian prairies. Robert et al. (2004)
found that relatively large numbers of Yellow
Rails bred at James Bay, and it is conceivable
that these two birds bred at this location.
However, additional feather samples from
the breeding grounds are required before a
confident assessment of geographic assign-
ment is possible.

This study relied upon only 1 year of data
and a relatively small sample size. As the
first study to explore overwintering density,
age and sex ratios, and migratory connec-
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tivity in wintering Yellow Rails, our results
indicate the benefit of further research. A
larger, multi-year study would be useful to
determine whether the population of Yellow
Rails overwintering at Red Slough WMA is
increasing, decreasing, or remaining stable.
Likewise, it is plausible that a larger, longer-
term study may demonstrate a male bias in
Oklahoma given the large effect size for the
male:female ratio observed. In addition, a
greater D and 8™S excess sample size, more
evenly balanced between Oklahoma and
Texas, may demonstrate that Yellow Rails
wintering in Oklahoma tend to breed in dif-
ferent locations than Yellow Rails wintering
in Texas.

Although breeding Yellow Rails are not
uncommon in appropriate habitat in the
prairie provinces of Canada (Manitoba
Avian Research Committee 2003), they are
patchy and local in the eastern portion of
their range (Gibbs et al. 1991; Cadman et al.
2009). It is unclear if the relative rarity of
Yellow Rails in this area is due to a decline
in suitability on the breeding grounds, the
wintering grounds or both areas. This study
suggests that Yellow Rails overwintering in
Oklahoma and Texas breed primarily in the
Canadian prairies. It is unclear where birds
breeding in Ontario, Quebec, Maine, and
other eastern locations winter. Concerted ef-
forts should be made to identify where these
individuals winter. This will allow identifi-
cation of conservation threats and identify
whether habitat management on the breed-
ing grounds or the wintering grounds is nec-
essary to increase the population.

The relatively large numbers of Yellow
Rails overwintering at Red Slough WMA sug-
gests that Yellow Rails may winter at other
inland locations in the southeastern USA.
However, documenting their presence dur-
ing the winter requires substantial effort.
High densities of Yellow Rails may be unde-
tected at other refuges or wildlife manage-
ment areas. As a result, this species may be
left out of management planning in areas
where it is present. Future efforts should
seek to identify other areas in the south-
eastern USA where concentrations of Yellow
Rails may winter.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Waterbirds on 23 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use

‘WATERBIRDS

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We thank G. Ritchison, T. A. Sordahl, M. S. Wood-
rey, and two anonymous reviewers for their helpful re-
views of an early draft of this manuscript. We banded
under USA permit #23357 and Canada permit #10837
using TACUC #09003. The Office of Research and
Grants at the University of Central Oklahoma support-
ed this research.

LITERATURE CITED

Arnason, A. N. and C. J. Schwarz. 1999. Using POPAN-5
to analyse banding data. Bird Study 46 (Supple-
ment): S127-S168.

Austin, J. E. and D. A. Buhl. 2013. Relating Yellow Rail
( Coturnicops noveboracensis) occupancy to habitat and
landscape features in the context of fire. Waterbirds
36: 199-213.

Bird Banding Laboratory. 2015. Summaries of banding
and encounter data. U.S. Department of the Inte-
rior, Geological Survey, Laurel, Maryland. https://
www.pwrc.usgs.gov/BBl/homepage/start.cfm, ac-
cessed 10 November 2015.

Boland, J. M. 1990. Leapfrog migration in North Ameri-
can shorebirds: intra- and interspecific examples.
Condor 92: 284-290.

Bookhout, T. A. 1995. Yellow Rail (Coturnicops novebora-
censis). No. 139 in The Birds of North America (A.
Poole and F. Gill, Eds.). Academy of Natural Sci-
ences, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; American Orni-
thologists’ Union, Washington, D.C.

Bookhout, T. A. and J. R. Stenzel. 1987. Habitat and
movements of breeding yellow rails. Wilson Bulletin
99: 441-447.

Boulet, M. and D. R. Norris. 2006. The past and pres-
ent of migratory connectivity. Ornithological Mono-
graphs 61: 1-13.

Bowen G. J., L. I. Wassenaar and K. A. Hobson. 2005.
Global application of stable hydrogen and oxygen
isotopes to wildlife forensics. Oecologia 143: 337-
348.

Bravo, A., X. Esparza, E. S. de Adana, A. Schmitz-Ornés
and J. Arizaga. 2014. Only females! An unexpected
sex-bias in a population of Water Rails Rallus aquati-
cus wintering in a tidal marsh in northern Spain. Re-
vista Catalana d’Ornitologia 30: 86-89.

Butler, C. J., J. K. Wilson, C. R. Brower and S. R. Frazee.
2014. Age ratios, sex ratios, and a population esti-
mate of Yellow Rails at San Bernard National Wild-
life Refuge, Texas. Southwestern Naturalist 59: 319-
324.

Butler, C. J., L. H. Pham, J. N. Stinedurf, C. L. Roy, E.
L. Judd, N. J. Burgess and G. M. Caddell. 2010. Yel-
low Rails wintering in Oklahoma. Wilson Journal of
Ornithology 122: 385-387.

Cadman, M. D., D. A. Sutherland, G. C. Beck, D. Lepage
and A. R. Coutrier (Eds.). 2009. Atlas of breeding
birds of Ontario: 2001-2005. Bird Studies Canada,
Toronto, Ontario.



YrLLOW RAILS IN OKLAHOMA AND TEXAS

Cohen, J. 1988. Statistical power analysis for the behav-
ioral sciences, 2nd ed. Lawrence Earlbaum Associ-
ates, Hillsdale, New Jersey.

Cooch, E. and G. White. 2010. Program MARK: a gen-
tle introduction, 9th ed. Cornell University, Ithaca,
New York. http://www.phidot.org/software/mark/
docs/book/, accessed 10 November 2011.

Fridolfsson, A. and H. Ellegren. 1999. A simple and
universal method for molecular sexing of nonratite
birds. Journal of Avian Biology 30: 116-121.

Gibbs, J. P., W. G. Shriver and S. M. Melvin. 1991. Spring
and summer records of the Yellow Rail in Maine.
Journal of Field Ornithology 62: 509-516.

Grace, J. B., L. K. Allain, H. Q. Baldwin, A. G. Billock,
W. R. Eddleman, A. M. Given, C. W. Jeske and R.
Moss. 2005. Effects of prescribed fire in the coastal
prairies of Texas. Open File Report 2005-1287, U.S.
Department of the Interior, Geological Survey, Res-
ton, Virginia.

Heck, B. A. and W. D. Arbour. 2008. The Yellow Rail in
Oklahoma. Bulletin of the Oklahoma Ornithologi-
cal Society 41: 13-15.

Hobson, K. A. 2005. Stable isotopes and determination
of avian connectivity and seasonal interactions. Auk
122:1037-1048.

Kelly, J. F., M. ]J. Johnson, S. Langridge and M. Whit-
field. 2008. Efficacy of stable isotope ratios in assign-
ing endangered migrants to breeding and wintering
sites. Ecological Applications 18: 568-576.

Lott, C. A., T. D. Meehan and J. A. Heath. 2003. Estimat-
ing the latitudinal origins of migratory birds using
hydrogen and sulfur stable isotopes in feathers: in-
fluence of marine prey base. Oecologia 134: 505-510.

Manitoba Avian Research Committee. 2003. The birds
of Manitoba. Manitoba Naturalists Society, Winni-
peg, Manitoba.

McMurray, J. and R. C. Fay. 1995. Chemistry. Prentice
Hall Press, Lebanon, Indiana.

Merlivat, L. and J. Jouzel. 1979. Global climatic inter-
pretation of the deuterium-oxygen 18 relationship
for precipitation. Journal of Geophysical Research
84: 5029-5033.

Mizell, K. L. 1998. Effects of fire and grazing on yellow
rail habitat in a Texas coastal marsh. Ph.D. Disserta-
tion, Texas A & M University, College Station.

Mowbray, T. B., C. R. Ely, . S. Sedinger and R. E. Trost.
2002. Canada Goose (Branta canadensis). No. 682
in The Birds of North America Online (A. Poole,
Ed.). Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, Ithaca,
New York. http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/spe-
cies/682, accessed 22 February 2016.

Nolan, V,, Jr. and E. D. Ketterson. 1990. Timing of au-
tumn migration and its relation to winter distribu-
tion in dark-eyed juncos. Ecology 71: 1267-1278.

Norris, D. R., P. P. Marra, G. ]. Bowen, L. M. Ratcliffe, J.
A. Royle and T. K. Kyser. 2006. Migratory connectiv-
ity of a widely distributed songbird, the American
Redstart (Setophaga ruticilla). Ornithological Mono-
graphs 61: 14-28.

Office of the Texas State Climatologist. 2014. Texas nor-
mal data. College Station, Texas. http://climatexas.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Waterbirds on 23 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use

163

tamu.edu/index.php/data/texas-normals-data, ac-
cessed 15 April 2015.

Oklahoma Climatological Survey. 2014. Oklahoma cli-
mate data. Norman, Oklahoma. http://climate.me-
sonet.org/, accessed 15 April 2015.

Perkins, M., S. L. King and ]J. Linscombe. 2010. Effec-
tiveness of capture techniques for rails in emergent
marsh and agricultural wetlands. Waterbirds 33:
376-380.

Phinney, M. 2014. Yellow Rail. /n Atlas of the Breeding
Birds of British Columbia, 2008-2012 (P. J. A. David-
son, R. J. Cannings, A. R. Couturier, D. Lepage and
C. M. Di Corrado (Eds.). Bird Studies Canada, Del-
ta, British Columbia. http://www.birdatlas.bc.ca/
accounts/speciesaccount.jsp?sp=YERA&lang=en,
accessed 11 April 2015.

Piersma T., D. I. Rogers, P. M. Gonzalez, L. Zwarts,
L. J. Niles, I. De Lima, S. Donascimento, C. D. T.
Minton and A. J. Baker. 2005. Fuel storage rates
before northward flights in red knots worldwide:
facing the severest ecological constraint in tropi-
cal intertidal environments? Pages 262-273 in
Birds of Two Worlds: Ecology and Evolution of
Migration (R. Greenberg and P. P. Marra, Eds.).
Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, Mary-
land.

Popper, K. J. and M. A. Stern. 2000. Nesting ecology
of Yellow Rails in southcentral Oregon. Journal of
Field Ornithology 71: 460-466.

Post, W. 2008. Winter ecology of Yellow Rails based on
South Carolina specimens. Wilson Journal of Orni-
thology 120: 606-610.

Pyle, P. 2008. Identification guide to North American
birds. Part II. Anatidae to Alcidae. Slate Creek Press,
Point Reyes, California.

R Development Core Team. 2015. R: a language and en-
vironment for statistical computing v. 3.1.1. R Foun-
dation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria.
http://www.R-project.org/, accessed 12 May 2015.

Rader, R. B., D. P. Batzer and S. A. Wissinger. 2001.
Bioassessment and management of North Ameri-
can freshwater wetlands. John Wiley and Sons, New
York, New York.

Robert, M. and P. LaPorte. 1999. Numbers and move-
ments of Yellow Rails along the St. Lawrence River,
Quebec. Condor 101: 667-671.

Robert, M., J. B. Jobin, F. Shaffer, L. Robillard and B.
Gagnon. 2004. Yellow Rail distribution and numbers
in southern James Bay, Québec, Canada. Waterbirds
27: 282-288.

Rosnow, R. L. and R. Rosenthal. 1996. Computing
contrasts, effect sizes, and counternulls on other
people’s published data: general procedures for
research consumers. Psychological Methods 1: 331-
340.

Salomonsen, F. 1955. The evolutionary significance
of bird migration. Biologiske Meddelelser 22:
1-62.

Sterling, J. 2008. Yellow Rail ( Coturnicops noveboracensis).
Pages 163-166 in California Bird Species of Special
Concern: a Ranked Assessment of Species, Subspe-



164 ‘WATERBIRDS

cies, and Distinct Populations of Birds of Immedi- Wassenaar, L. I. and K. A. Hobson. 2003. Comparative

ate Conservation Concern in California. Studies of equilibration and online technique for determina-
Western Birds (W. D. Shufford and T. Gardali, Eds.). tion of non-exchangeable hydrogen of keratins for
Western Field Ornithologists, Camarillo, California, use in animal migration studies. Isotopes in Envi-
and California Department of Fish and Game, Sac- ronment and Health Studies 39: 1-7.
ramento, California. Webster, M. S., P. P. Marra, S. M. Haig, S. Bensch and R.
U.S. Forest Service. 2016. Red Slough Wildlife Manage- T. Holmes. 2002. Links between worlds: unraveling
ment Area — history and information. U.S. Depart- migratory connectivity. Trends in Ecology and Evo-
ment of Agriculture, Forest Service, Hot Springs, lution 17: 76-83.
Arkansas. http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/ouachita/  White, G. C. and K. P. Burnham. 1999. Program MARK:
landmanagement/?cid=fsm9_039773, accessed 15 survival estimation from populations of marked ani-
March 2016. mals. Bird Study 46 (Supplement): S120-S139.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Waterbirds on 23 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



