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This report summarizes the efforts of Montana

Audubon, Confederated Salish and Kootenai

Tribes (CSKT), Blackfoot Challenge, local

landowners and birders. 

We would like to extend a heartfelt THANK YOU

to all of our wonderful volunteers, anyone who

reached out with curlew sightings, and the CSKT

biologists for partnering with us on this project. 
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A Special THANK YOU to all of our citizen scientists:

About the Long-billed Curlew Initiative

This year marks the 13th year of the Long-billed Curlew Initiative, founded by the USFWS

and the Montana Bird Conservation Partnership. The collaboration continues with the main

goals of developing a conservation plan, identifying key parcels and areas for a conservation

easement, empowering local organizations and community members to engage with landowners

about conservation, and sharing findings and lessons learned across bird conservation networks.

This initiative partnered with the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes to conduct surveys

in the Mission Valley; and the Blackfoot Challenge, who coordinates volunteers and surveys

routes in the Blackfoot valley.
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About Long-billed Curlews

America's largest shorebird and an icon of

Montana’s prairies, the Long-billed Curlew is

a species facing threats of habitat loss and

subsequent population decline. This

charismatic shorebird spends most of the year

at its wintering grounds along the southern

coastlines of North America, but migrates to

the Northern Plains for the breeding season.

These birds can be identified by their general

football body shape, long downward curving

bill, and their classic cur-leee call. 

As Montana expands its infrastructure and agriculture,

our grasslands and prairies continue to dwindle. The

Long-billed Curlew is listed nationally as a species of

Least Concern, but a lack of national conservation

efforts and continued habitat reduction may result in

irreversible damage to the species. 

The state of Montana designates the Long-billed

Curlew as a Species of Concern and contains the

largest area of breeding habitat in the United States,

making it one of the most valuable places to collect

data on this species. 
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Results

Trainings & Survey Details

Starting on April 8 , citizen scientists went out to three western Montana valleys in the early

morning to conduct passive point count and habitat surveys for North America’s largest

shorebird, the Long-billed Curlew. The survey window follows two vital stages for Long-billed

Curlew breeding: staging (April 8-May 7), when pairs form; and nesting (May 8-May 31),

when pairs lay and incubate eggs. 

th

Since this is the 13  year of these surveys, routes and survey stops are established and repeated

yearly to track habitat and land use changes over time. Each driving route consists of around

10 stops 0.5 miles apart, where surveyors pull over and silently scan with binoculars and listen

for five minutes. At each stop, Long-billed Curlews and other bird sightings are recorded, as

well as the habitat type, and land use type. 

th

Since the survey window follows two stages of the Curlews’ breeding season, each route was

meant to be surveyed twice, to track any changes and to strengthen the reliability of the data.

This year, 58 total citizen scientists and CSKT biologists

lead this effort by surveying 47 routes around the Mission,

Blackfoot, and Helena valleys. In total, 717 survey stops

were recorded, resulting in an estimated 225 miles of

potential curlew habitat surveyed.

In those 225 miles, 67 curlew observations were recorded,

with 44 incidental bird species also recorded.

Over a third of all survey stops were observed to be

Introduced Grasslands, and almost half of all curlew

observations were recorded to be in introduced grasslands

(non-native grasses), and an additional third of all curlew

records occurred in Native Grasslands.
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Survey and Species Distribution

Figure 1. Map of 67 Long-billed Curlews observed across 717 survey stops in

the Mission, Blackfoot, and Helena valleys in 2025.

Mission Valley Blackfoot Valley Helena Valley

Sites Surveyed

Curlews

Recorded

Surveyors

18

9

21

5

24

8

23

17

29

The above table shows the number of curlew recordings, survey sites, and surveyors across the

Mission, Blackfoot, and Helena valleys. In addition to the 50 curlews recorded, 17 additional

curlews were observed in the valleys outside of the surveys.



Survey and Species Distribution

Mission Valley

Blackfoot Valley

Helena Valley

The Blackfoot Challenge organized

citizen scientists in the Blackfoot valley,

and all seven established survey routes

were surveyed. Across the sites, 17 stops

had recorded Long-billed Curlew

observations.

Figure 3 shows all recorded survey stops

and Long-billed curlew observations

within the valley.

In the Helena valley, thirteen routes

were surveyed,  with six stops with

recorded Long-billed Curlew

observations.

Figure 4 shows all recorded survey stops

and Long-billed curlew observations

within the valley.

In the Mission valley, citizen scientists

and CSKT biologists surveyed all 25

established routes, and recorded 16 stops

with Long-billed Curlew observations.

Figure 2  shows all recorded survey stops

and Long-billed curlew observations

within the valley.
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Habitat Results

Curlew Surveys Over Time

At each survey stop, surveyors

recorded the habitat type and

whether the area was grazed or

not. Figure 5 (left) shows the

general habitat at every 717

survey stops. In general,

Introduced grasslands were the

most prevalent, followed by

Native Grasslands, and a mix of

Grassland/Cropland and a mix of

Grassland/Sagebrush.

Figure 6 (right) shows the general

habitat type observed by surveyors

at sites with Long-billed Curlew

observations. In general,

Introduced Grasslands made up

almost half of the observed Curlew

habitat, followed by Native

Grassland at almost a third.

Additionally, Cropland and

Sagebrush habitats were also

recorded.

These surveys started in 2012 as an FWP survey, but switched to the present routes we follow

today in 2014. Below shows a comparison of the results between when surveys started in the

Helena and Mission Valleys in 2014, and the results from 2025.
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What’s Next?

Incidental Species

American Crow

American Kestrel

American Robin

Bald Eagle

Barn Swallow

Black-billed Magpie

Black-capped Chickadee

Brewer's Blackbird

Brown-headed Cowbird

California Gull

Canada Geese

Chipping Sparrow

Common Raven

Dark-eyed Junco

Eurasian Collared-dove

European Starling

Gray Partridge

Great Blue Heron

Horned Lark

House Finch

House Sparrow

Killdeer

Lark Sparrow

Long-billed Curlew

Marsh Wren

Mountain Bluebird

Northern Flicker

Northern Harrier

Osprey

Red-breasted Nuthatch

Red-tailed Hawk

Red-winged Blackbird

Ring-billed Gull

Rock Pigeon

Sandhill Crane

Savannah Sparrow

Short-eared Owl

Song Sparrow

Tree Swallow

Turkey Vulture

Vesper Sparrown

Western Kingbird

Western Meadowlark

Wilson's Snipe

It’s a little too early to claim a survey site for next year, but stay tuned to Montana Audubon’s

eNewsletter, website, and social media accounts for updates. We hope to continue this project

and others like it into the future! Thank you to the Blackfoot Challenge and CSKT Biologists

for their partnership on this project. The results from this survey go directly into the state

database, and contribute to Montana’s State Wildlife Action Plan, which assesses species

conservation status and needs. This project would not be possible without the citizen scientists

who donated their time and effort- thank you!

If you have any questions, reach out to Gwynne Rohde at gwynne@mtaudubon.org.

eNews

https://www.facebook.com/MontanaAudubon
https://mtaudubon.org/news/
https://www.instagram.com/montanaaudubon?utm_source=ig_web_button_share_sheet&igsh=ZDNlZDc0MzIxNw==

