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Oregon Coordinated Aquatic Bird Monitoring: 

Description of Important Aquatic Bird Site 
 
 

Sycan Marsh 
BCS number: 48-26 

 
Site description author(s) 
Craig Bienz, Director, Sycan Marsh, The Nature Conservancy 
Kate Halstead, Field Technician, Klamath Bird Observatory 
 
Primary contact for this site 
Craig Bienz, Director, Sycan Marsh, The Nature Conservancy. Phone: (541) 273-0789. Email: 
cbienz@tnc.org 
 
Site location (UTM) 
Datum: NAD 83, Zone: 10, Easting: 655369, Northing: 4740356. 
 
General description 

Sycan Marsh is located in south-central Oregon south of Silver Lake (town) and 
Thompson Reservoir and west of Summer Lake, primarily in Lake County, but also partly in 
Klamath County. This area is comprised of over 30,000 acres of wetlands and forest owned by 
The Nature Conservancy (TNC). Tens of thousands of waterfowl, waterbirds, and shorebirds of 
totaling dozens of species utilize the marsh, particularly in spring and summer” (National 
Audubon Society 2008). 

Sycan Marsh is in the Modoc Plateau and East Cascades ecoregions in the headwaters of 
the Klamath River Basin. The Marsh is known for extraordinarily high endemism for aquatic 
fauna. The Upper Sycan River is a major tributary to Sycan Marsh, which provides about 50% 
of the inflow to the Marsh. The Upper Sycan watershed is about 208,832 acres. 

 
Boundaries and ownership 

Boundaries: See TNC map below. “The marsh is bounded to the east by the gently sloping 
flank of Winter Rim and by the Yamsay Mountain shield volcano to the west” (ODFW 2006).  

Ownership: The Nature Conservancy owns most of the marsh (30,539 acres). The ZX 
Ranch holds a grazing lease on this property.  
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Hydrologic Regime 
 
The hydrologic regime of Sycan Marsh has been of great interest with documentation as far 
back as 1864 in the survey records of the General Land Office (GLO), who reported a dry outlet 
to the Sycan Marsh during their survey work in August. The lack of surface water outflow is 
known to be the response of natural processes where evapotranspiration exceeds the amount of 
precipitation. The hydrology of Sycan Marsh is somewhat unique to Klamath Basin wetlands in 
that surface flow contributes over 95 percent of the water budget. Historically the wetlands 
received over 90 percent of the water from October through May from snowmelt. Rain-on-snow 
events have been a major force to establish and maintain water convenience through the wetland 
complex. There is a relatively dry period between June and September. Inflow from perennial 
streams such as the Sycan River and Long Creek, while never going completely dry, become 
very low during the summer dry season. Runoff patterns now appear to be within the historic 
range with groundwater elevations consistent with historic conditions.   
 The Conservancy has been restoring the historic hydrologic regime through active and 
passive management actions. Removing irrigation structures, irrigation diversion canals and 
landform alterations has allowed water to move through the marsh in a manner more consistent 
to historic conditions. The Conservancy has changed land management practices to enhance 
resiliency within watershed processes. The measured response has been an increase in riparian 
vegetation for species and age class. Channel morphology is now more complex, with 
floodplains reconnected to the channel. The biotic response is with connectivity for fish 
populations from the Upper Sycan headwaters to Klamath Lake, a distance of over 100 river 
miles. Bull trout, a species listed by the US Fish and Wildlife Service as threatened exists as the 
only fluvial population in the Klamath Basin. Beaver populations have increased significantly in 
the perennial streams and across the marsh.  

Mean temperatures range from 10-35°C (50-95°F) in the summer and -6 to +7°C (22-
45°F) in the winter. The patterns of temperatures are being monitored at two locations on the 
marsh to monitor the impacts of global Climate Change. The Conservancy has been 
implementing management strategies that are designed to address a specific climatic change 
(e.g. decreased summer stream flow or a shift from an herbaceous wet meadow to a dry 
shrubland) will often have much more uncertain outcomes because, in part, they will depend on 
the nature of the future climatic impacts. Management actions are coupled with monitoring and 
evaluation to provide feedback loops, such that management can continuously change to 
address new knowledge about the systems.  

In order to protect biodiversity and natural resources for future generations, it will be 
necessary to explicitly address climate change in management plans. This will require making 
difficult decisions that have substantial risks of failure in the face of uncertainties in climate-
change projections. Some management responses are likely to be helpful across a wide range of 
climate futures, whereas others will make sense for only a subset of climate futures. 

 
See Figure 1 for map of the Upper Sycan River Watershed. 
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Focal species use and timing 
 
Focal Guild/Species Wintering  Breeding  Migration 
Secretive Marsh Birds*    
Colonial Nesting Waterbirds    
Ground-based Aquatic Birds    
Migrating Shorebirds    
American White Pelican   Present 
Barrow’s Goldeneye   Present 
Black-necked Stilt   Present 
Bufflehead   Present 
Dusky Canada Goose    
Franklin’s Gull    
Greater Sandhill Crane  Present  
Lesser Sandhill Crane   Present 
Long-billed Curlew  Present  
Snowy Egret   Present 
Red-Necked Grebe    
Upland Sandpiper  Present  
Western Snowy Plover    
Yellow Rail  Present  
Black Tern  Present  

White-faced Ibis  Present  

Trumpeter Swan  Present  

Horned Grebe  Present  

 
*The focal species for Oregon’s aquatic secretive marsh bird monitoring are PBGR, LEBI, 
AMBI, VIRA, SORA, YERA.   

 
In general focal species above are present from late April through August. Populations 

of Yellow Rails (Coturnicops noveboracensis) were discovered in the Basin in 1993 (Stern et 
al. 1993) and have been monitored since 1995 (Popper and Stern 2000). The US Fish and 
Wildlife Service has classified the Yellow Rail as a Species of Concern and it is ranked by the 
Heritage program as G4S1B (2003 Oregon National Heritage Program, 2004). Their habitat 
requirements consist primarily of sedges (Carex spp.) and rushes (Juncus spp.) with large 
amounts of senescent vegetation (Popper and Stern 2000).  Before 2003, about seven male rails 
were captured per year, whereas in 2004, 24 were captured and 39 in 2005, the second largest 
population in the western US.  See Figure 2 for a map illustrating the 33 locations of the 
breeding males in 2007.  TNC continues to monitor Yellow Rails across the entire marsh.  
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Location of Type 1 and 2 habitat within the site* 
 
Functional Group Type 1 Habitat Type 2 Habitat 
Ground Based Aquatic Birds   
Secretive Marsh Birds   
Colonial Nesters   
Migrating Shorebirds   
 
* See Figure 3 for Google Earth (2008) map with the USFWS National Wetlands Inventory 
(2008) layer. 
 
Access to Type 1 and Type 2 habitats 

Roads encircle Sycan Marsh. There are no trails or facilities on the property.  
See Figure 4 and 5 for general road maps. 

 
Audibility/visibility of focal species 

There are no issues that would limit or diminish the detectability of birds. However, the 
vastness of the wetlands habitats and inaccessibility limits surveys into all wetland habitat areas.   

 
Conservation issues 

 
The Conservancy has been actively working to address anthropogenic impacts to the 

hydrologic regime in the Upper Sycan watershed. Working in collaboration with the US Forest 
Service and The Klamath Tribes forest management activities are changing forest structure and 
composition, where along with restoring the historic fire frequency and intensity should provide 
an increased resiliency of watershed function specifically looking at the amount and timing for 
flows and possibly rates of sedimentation.  Water management for agricultural production has 
been reduced to restore the historic hydrologic regime again looking at the timing and amount 
of stream flow, and groundwater elevations.  Riparian and wetland habitat have been restored 
using active and passive management techniques. Summer stream temperatures have decreased 
and habitat complexity has increased, along with habitat and connectivity for native salmonids 
and perhaps mussels. The Conservancy is including over 6,000 acres of wetlands into the 
Wetland Reserve Program (Natural Resources Conservation Service) to secure these important 
wetlands. 
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Conservation measures taken, in progress, or proposed 
“Within the past decade, Sycan Marsh has been the subject of extensive restoration efforts 

lauded by wetland and wildlife managers. Major drainage canals have been filled, dikes cut, and 
water control structures removed and/or managed with the objective of replicating the historic 
hydrologic regime within the marsh. Efforts to recover bull trout have involved removal of 
irrigation structures to provide connectivity of the headwaters to the marsh, restoration of 
critical riparian habitat and stream channels on Long Creek. Surrounding upland forests have 
been managed to improve watershed functions through fire and forestry programs. Through 
uplands management wildlife habitats have been enhanced, including cavity-nesting birds” 
(ODFW 2006). 

“In partnership with the historic ZX Ranch, which holds a grazing lease, the Conservancy 
is testing the compatibility of grazing practices with wetland restoration. The Jim Castles 
Applied Research Station, completed in 1995, provides research facilities for Conservancy 
scientists and meeting space for scientists and others to share research findings and restoration 
strategies. Research includes radio telemetry studies of bull and redband trout migration and 
distribution patterns, studies of new species of mussel, lamprey, snails and other aquatic 
organisms, a botanical study of a highly unusual groundwater-fed fen, and breeding surveys of 
the elusive yellow rail. The recent addition to the preserve of upland forest areas provides a new 
opportunity for forest restorations efforts” (The Nature Conservancy 2008). 
 Sycan Marsh Preserve participates in the USFS Birds and Burns Network. 
 
Past and current surveys 

In 2008, KBO surveyed for six focal secretive marsh bird species (Pied-billed Grebe, 
American Bittern, Least Bittern, Yellow Rail, Sora, and Virginia Rail) during peak breeding 
season (May and June). American Bittern, Pied-billed Grebe, and Sora were detected. 
 
Potential survey methods 

a. Description: 
 

b .Selection bias:  
 

c. Measurement error and bias: 
   

Manning and Hartley (2006) suggest that a ground-based survey for all aquatic birds 
would be valuable, and would probably need to be conducted by staff. 
 
Potential pilot studies  
 The importance of Sycan Marsh and the wetlands of South-Central Oregon to maintain 
habitats for wetland birds, and waterfowl should be examined. Wetland birds are known to 
move between these unique systems. How important are the systems independently, and what 
opportunities are there to increase species diversity or population abundance through 
collaboration in wetlands management at each site?  What are the potential impacts from global 
Climate Change on the wetlands independently or in combination? Which species are most at 
risk from changes in management at the wetlands, through changes in ownership, or potentially 
from global Climate Change?
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Figure 1: Upper Sycan River Watershed
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Figure 2: Yellow Rail call locations during Sycan Marsh study conducted in 2007.  
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Figure 3: Google Earth (2008) map of Sycan Marsh with the USFWS National Wetlands Inventory (2008) layer.  
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Figure 4: Google Map (2009) road view of Sycan Marsh. 
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Figure 4: TNC 2008 Auto Tour Brochure 
 

 
 
 


