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The historical breeding range of the swallow-
tailed kite (Elanoides  forficatus)  in the United
States extended from the Carolinas and Ten-
nessee south through Florida, and Wisconsin
and Minnesota south through kouisiana, and
Nebraska to central and southeastern Texas
(Cely, 1979; Johnsgard,. 1990). By 1900, the
range of the swallow-tailed kite was reduced to
the far southeastern states from South Caroli-
na to central Texas, and by 1940 the species
was reduced to a few isolated breeding popu-
lations extending from southeastern South
Carolina and Georgia, through Florida and the
extreme southern portions of Alabama and
Mississippi to south-central Louisiana.

The swallow-tailed kite was formerly consid-
ered to be a very common to uncommon
breeding species in the eastern half of Texas,
having the highest densities on the coastal
prairie and along the timbered watersheds of
eastern Texas, west to the Balcones  Escarp-
ment and north to the Red River (Oberholser
and Kincaid, 1974). The species’ decline in
Texas apparently was well under way by 1900
and resulted in almost complete extirpation by
1910. The last published report of breeding in
Texas was from Harris County near Houston
during 1911-1914 (Oberholser and Kincaid,
1974).

Unlike many of the other species of imper-
iled raptors, the precipitous decline in swallow-
tailed kite populations occurred prior to the
widespread use of ecologically damaging pes-
ticides and herbicides. Other human related
factors are thought to be the cause of the spe-
cies’ demise, especially cultivation of natural
prairie that destroyed feeding grounds, log-
ging of bottomland hardwood forests that de-
stroyed nesting sites, and indiscriminate shoot-
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ing by farmers and settlers (Cely, 1979). His-
torically, approximately 5.7 to 7.3 million ha of
eastern Texas were covered by virgin forest,
but by the end of the 192Os,  only an estimated
0.4 million ha remained (Maxwell and Baker,
1983).

Only about 13% of the cutover stands in
eastern Texas regenerated into second-growth
forests by 1917 (McWilliams and Lord, 1988),
but a majority of the forests began to recover
after the end of the 1880-1930 Bonanza Era of
lumbering (Maxwell and Baker, 1983). The
forest survey conducted by the U.S. Forest Ser-
vice in eastern Texas in 1935 reported that of
the land area still classified as timberland, i.e.,
not converted to agriculture or other uses,
84% was cut and was in various stages of re-
generation (McWilliams and Lord, 1988).
However, suitable nest trees for swallow-tailed
kites are typically at least 18 m tall (Palmer,
1988; Johnsgard 1990). Consequently, areas
that were clearcut  were likely unsuit.able  for
nesting swallow-tailed kites for at least 4 or 5
decades.

By 1940, the decline of swallow-tailed kites
in the southeastern United States ceased and
populations stabilized (Cely, 1979). Recent
swallow-tailed kite sightings suggest a partial
reoccupation of some parts of the historical
range. The frequency of sightings in Texas has
increased since the 1940s. Most notable among
these sightings are regular observations from
the Houston area since 1949, and a spring
1974 record of an immature bird in the Austin
area (Cely, 1979).

To determine the status of the swallow-tailed
kite in Texas, Boone (in litt.) conducted a
3-year survey for the Texas Parks and Wildlife
Department that resulted in 212 observations
(12 2 437 individuals) of kites occurring singly
or in groups of up to 15 individuals: 58 obser-
vations (n 2 187 individuals) in 1990, 63 ob-

servations (n 5 115 individuals) in 1991, and



91 observations (n 2 135 individuals) in 1992.
These  to ta l s  probab ly  represent  mul t ip le
counts of some of the same individuals, since
repeated observations occurred in the same lo-
cations on different days. Yet, despite hun-
dreds of recent swallow-tailed kite sightings, no
nests were found in Texas until 1994.

On 31 March 1994, an active swallow-tailed
kite nest was located by the first two authors in
an extensive bottomland and hardwood forest
approximately 1 km from the Neches River in
Tyler County, Texas. The nest was located after
a swallow-tailed kite, carrying a stick covered
with Spanish moss (Tillandsia usneoides), w a s
observed circling over a small clearing next to
a logging road. The bird then flew to a shallow
nest upon which another kite, presumably the
female because of its slightly larger size, was
sitting. The nest was relatively small and di-
sheveled and appeared to be in the construc-
tion stage. Over the next several days, the kites
were observed flying in the vicinity of the nest
and carrying nesting material, behaviors that
continued until the young fledged. The first
confirmed date of incubation behavior was 18
April. However, incubation probably started at
least four days earlier, based on the estimated
hatching date of 12 May and the 28 day incu-
bation period reported for other nests (Snyder,
1975).

Several nest exchanges and deliveries of
nesting material were observed over the next
few weeks until 12 May when the first detected
prey items, tree frogs (Phyla  spp.), were deliv-
ered to the nest and the adults began feeding
young 0. Hamrick,  pers. comm.).  The depth
of the nest and the angle from which obser-
vations had to be made prevented observations
of the young until they were old enough to
stand up in the nest. Two nestlings were seen
in the nest on 21 May; one was a huffy color,
and the other one was a paler whitish color.
The buffy nestling was highly mobile and ap-
peared stronger than the paler nestling which
was only seen briefly as it stumbled around in
the nest; the pale nestling apparently died
soon after this observation as it was not seen
during subsequent nest observations. Obser-
vations of the nest were made about 3 times a
week until the young bird fledged, and plum-
age development, prey deliveries, and adult be-
havior were recorded. The young bird took its
first brief flight on 17 June (R. Woods, pers.

comm.).  The estimated nestling period was
36-37 days for this individual. This is at the low
end of  the  range  repor ted  by  Johnsgard
(1990))  and may have been accelerated by the
early loss of its sibling.

The nest was constructed of small hardwood
sticks and twigs, most of which had some Span-
ish moss attached. New nest material was add-
ed continually throughout the nesting cycle, as
the exposed moss on the rim of the nest always
appeared fresh. The nest tree was a 33 m tall,
69 cm dbh water oak (Quercus nip-a) that was
one of the tallest and straightest trees in the
area. The nest height was 31 m, higher than
the average canopy height of 30 m in the vicin-
ity of the nest tree. Placement of the nest high-
er than the tops of the surrounding trees prob-
ably allowed the adults an unobstructed land-
ing at the nest, which has been reported as an
important factor in nest tree selection (Palmer,
1988). The nest tree was on the edge of an 80
X 35 m opening that consisted of a 35 m wide
logging road corridor and a 45 X 35 m clear-
ing that were created in the fall of 1992. The
forest surrounding the nest site was selectively
harvested in late 1992, which caused a reduc-
tion in basal area to approximately 10 m” per
ha. Water oak, hickory (Curya  spp.), and white
ash (Fraxinus americana)  were dominant cano-
py species, and sweetgum  (Liquidambur styrari-
$ua)  was a common subcanopy species.

Prey items observed delivered to the nest
consisted of tree frogs (4), unidentified frogs
(2)) nestling birds that appeared to be summer
tanagers (Pirungu  rubru)  (2), and unidentified
prey (2). On several occasions, one or both of
the adult kites harassed turkey vultures (Cu-
thartes  aura) that flew within approximately 75
m of the nest, driving them away from the nest
site. However, Mississippi kites (Zctiniu mississip
piensis) and red-shouldered hawks (Buteo  lineu-
tus) that were seen flying over or near the nest
site on several occasions were not harassed; in-
deed, a pair of red-shouldered hawks success-
fully fledged at least one young from a nest
that was only approximately 80 m from the kite
nest, apparently without any interspecific an-
tagonism.

Besides the two adults and one fledgling di-
rectly associated with this nest, at least five oth-
er swallow-tailed kites were observed in the
general vicinity during the summer. While
both nestlings were still alive, three swallow-



tailed kites, at least one of which was a yearling
as identified by its shorter tail (Meyer, 1995),
were observed soaring together over the nest
site. Also during the nestling period, four adult
swallow-tailed kites, two of which may have
been the pair from this nest, were seen hawk-
ing dragonflies over a relatively large clearcut
approximately 4 km from the nest site with 8-

/ 10 Mississippi kites (M. Ealy, pers. comm.);
soon after the young fledged from the nest, six
adult swallow-tailed kites were seen flying to-
gether near the nest site 0. Hamrick, pers .
comm.)

The closest known residual population of
breeding swallow-tailed kites is in the Atchafa-
laya River basin in south-central Louisiana ap-
proximately 240 km east of oui nest site, and
birds from that population may have made a
recent westward expansion of their breeding
range. Swallow-tailed kites have been observed
exhib i t ing  breeding  behaviors  dur ing  the
breeding season since 1990 in the Texas coun-
ties of Chambers, Jasper, Jefferson, Newton,
Orange, and Tyler (Boone, in litt.). Observed
breeding behaviors have included carrying
nesting material, agonistic stooping at humans,
and pairs soaring for extensive periods over
specific sites. These sightings may represent
nesting attempts, some or all of which may
have been successful. Juveniles, identified by
their shorter outer retrices, have been sighted
with adults late in the breeding season at var-
ious locations since 1990, but breeding by swal-
low-tailed kites had not been positively con-
firmed in Texas during the past 80 years until
our nest discovery in 1994. Because swallow-
tailed kite nests are extremely difficult to find
due to their relatively small size and inconspic-
uous placement, kite nest locations may con-
tinue to be rare in Texas until kite populations
increase.
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