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The Eared Grebe (Podiceps nigricollis) is the most widespread and abundant
grebe worldwide, with a distribution that includes Asia, Africa, Europe, and North
America. In North America, the species breeds widely through the western and central
United States and southern Canada. There is also a small, disjunct, and poorly known
breeding population in the highlands of the volcanic belt of central Mexico (Wilson et
al. 1988). Away from this population, breeding in Mexico is sporadic, with scattered
records from Chihuahua, Nayarit, Jalisco, and Puebla (Dickerman 1969, Williams
1982). A former breeding population in Baja California had been presumed extirpated
(Huey 1928, Cullen et al. 1999), but recently breeding has been documented annually
in Mexicali (Erickson et al. 2011, Mellink and Hinojosa-Huerta 2018). In Sonora,
there are infrequent summer records but no previous breeding records (Russell and
Monson 1998; eBird.org).

On 2 and 3 September 2018 we observed an adult Eared Grebe in breeding
plumage feeding a downy juvenile in the sewage-treatment lagoons at Puerto Pefiasco
(“Rocky Point”), Sonora, at 31.320° N, 113.495° W (Figure 1). Although we did
not see the nest, the flightless juvenile had to have hatched locally. The shores of the
lagoons were lined with ample emergent vegetation suitable for nesting. We did not
observe the juvenile riding on the adult’s back, but it was being fed frequently and
therefore was likely 7 to 20 days old (Cullen et al. 1999).

Late August is relatively late in the season for nesting, and most Eared Grebes have
concluded breeding by that time, but the timing of breeding in this species is notably
variable (Cullen et al. 1999). In particular, late summer and early fall rains have induced
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Figure 1. Adult Eared Grebe feeding a chick at the municipal sewage lagoons, Puerto
Penasco, Sonora, Mexico. This represents the first documented breeding of the
species in the state of Sonora.

Photo by Ryan P. O’Donnell
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breeding in areas where water levels otherwise had been too low (Wilson et al. 1988).
Breeding in northern Sonora might have been prompted by an unusually productive
monsoon season in 2018, although we suspect water levels at this sewage-treatment
facility are regulated so that rains did not have an appreciable effect on water levels.
This breeding at Puerto Pefiasco narrows the significant gap in the species’ known
breeding range between Arizona to the north, Chihuahua to the east, Baja California
to the west, and Nayarit to the south.

We thank Lin Piest for coordinating our trip to the region for the study of the
Flat-tailed Horned Lizard (Phrynosoma mcallii) and Troy Corman for helpful com-
ments on an earlier draft.
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