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The Light-footed Ridgway’s Rail (Rallus obsoletus levipes) is considered endan-
gered in the United States under the Endangered Species Act of 1973 and is protected
in Mexico under the Norma Oficial Mexicana (NOM-059-SEMARNAT-2010) as “in
danger of extinction” (“P,” DOF 2010, Ortiz-Pulido 2018). It is a cryptic species
that inhabits coastal wetlands and lagoons from Santa Barbara, California, in the
southwestern United States to Bahia de San Quintin in the northwest portion of
the Baja California peninsula, Mexico (Bent 1926, van Rossem 1929). This species
is highly dependent for its survival on the halophytic vegetation cover provided by
California cordgrass (Spartina foliosa) and pickleweed (Salicornia spp.) (Foin and
Benchley-Jackson 1991). Here we describe an unreported, or at least uncommon,
behavior for this species.

On 21 January 2019, at 07:00 during a rising tide (to 2.08 at 8:26, http//
predmar.cicese.mx) we noticed six adult Ridgway’s Rails perching together in a tall
bush at Estero Punta Banda, located in Ensenada, Baja California, México, at 31°
45" 36" N, 116° 17" 10” W (<1 m above median sea level). The birds were perched
approximately 1.80 meters above the marsh in a ngaio tree (Myoporum laetum),
a species native to New Zealand, and one of the highest shrubs on the marsh. We
had observed similar behavior at the site during previous high tides, including on 21
December 2016, when one rail was perching in desert broom (Baccharis sarothroi-
des), and on 24 March 2018, when another was observed perching on California
boxthorn (Lycium californicum); both plants are native species.

Eddleman and Conway (2018) referred to hopping or climbing behavior of
Ridgway’s Rail, in which birds may climb unto tall emergent plants, shrubs, or trees,
especially in response to a reproduction of the species’ call. However, our observa-
tions did not involve recorded calls, and suggest that the use of the highest shrubs at
the Punta Banda marsh during high rising tides likely protects the birds not only from
high waters, but that the shrubs also serve as a refuge from predators. Zembal et al.
(1989) found that the rails they radio-tracked moved to higher ground during high tide.
In finding survivorship around San Francisco Bay higher in areas of tall, dense cover
of hybrid Spartina, Overton et al. (2014) showed that plant structure may facilitate
the rails’ persistence by providing cover during periods of tidal inundation. Any plans
for removal of the invasive emergent shrubs at Estero Punta Banda should take this
uncommon but possibly critical behavior of climbing into taller vegetation during high
tides into account. We digitally recorded the 2019 observation on a Motorola G6
mobile phone, and have posted the recording at www.westernfieldornithologists.org/
V50A/RidgwayRail-video.mp4.
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