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The social ecology and conservation of  
selected enigmatic birds of the Southwest  

   
Over the last 10 years, while at UNT, I have led multiple investigations to understand 
the behavior, social interactions, and movement ecology of several extraordinary 
enigmatic birds of the Southwestern US; many of these birds are species of 
conservation concern.  I will present both historical and recent data examining drivers 
promoting social and family living in the Harris’s Hawk (Parabuteo unicinctus) both in 
New Mexico and south Texas. This species is especially unique as it lives in extended 
family groups and exhibits sophisticated cooperative hunting tactics. I will then 
present selected results collected by my research team on the winter behavior, 
survival, habitat use, and migratory movements of the American Kestrel (Falco 
sparverius); a species exhibiting a significant 
population decline. Further, I will discuss the 
intriguing phenomenon of delayed plumage 
maturation in Painted Buntings (Passerina 
ciris), in which second-year males display a 
green plumage almost identical to that of female 
buntings; a pattern extremely rare in birds. Our 
data suggest that green males may be signaling 
to older adult males that they are naïve and 
hence be disregarded as serious territorial 
competitors. We also collected surprising 
telemetry data on female buntings that suggest they may exhibit polygynandry, 
contrary to the long held conventional wisdom that most birds exhibit monogamous 
breeding. Finally, I will present some of our preliminary high-tech tracking data on the 
White-tailed Hawk (Geranoaetus albicaudatus), a mostly unstudied threatened 
species occurring in south Texas. 
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