
Survey of Rails on Public Lands Along the Coastal Prairies of Texas 
Including a Refinement of Survey Methods 
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Introduction 
The coastal prairies of Texas supports six species of rails. Four of these are game species with 
open seasons (King, Clapper, and Virginia rails and Sora), one was recently listed as federally 
threatened (Black Rail), and the final species is neither listed nor hunted (Yellow Rail). Two of 
these species, King and Black rails, are listed in the Texas Conservation Action Plan as Species 
of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN). There is a lack of information on both detection and 
occupancy rates by these rails and on how many birds our public lands support. Time constraints 
limit the ability of state and federal staff based at these public lands to monitor rail populations. 
Assistance from a third party to develop survey methods that, in the future, could be used to 
gather monitoring data to establish population trends would be beneficial. There are concerns 
that certain species of rails in Texas might be declining, so surveys specific to these secretive 
marshbirds would be valuable. 

Justification 
Knowledge of rail occupancy would be of great value to managers of public lands along the 
Texas coast. Managers would also benefit from the development of a standardized survey 
method that would help them in determining population trends. 

TPWD’s Texas Conservation Action Plan identifies the King and Black rails as SGCN’s 
requiring additional life history information. The Gulf Coast Joint Venture also lists the King 
Rail as a priority waterbird species. Additionally, when the Black Rail was a candidate for listing 
in 2017-18, TPWD and the Texas Comptroller’s Office co-facilitated a Black Rail Working 
Group that called for the collection of more information on this secretive species, and other states 
have initiated rail monitoring efforts, as well. All these points illustrate the that there is broad-
scale agreement on the need for additional research on rails along the Gulf Coast in order to 
improve our ability to make scientifically sound decisions regarding their management. 

  



Research Objectives 
Surveys will be conducted on state and federal lands along the coastal prairie that are willing and 
interested in participating in the study with an emphasis on TPWD Wildlife Management Areas. 
Specific objectives include: 

• Conduct presence-absence surveys that include both detection and occupancy rates for all 
rail species. 

• Assess potential habitat associations that relate back to management practices conducted 
on state and federal lands. 

• Refine a survey technique for long-term monitoring that, afterwards, might be continued 
by TPWD staff (e.g. ARU monitoring, call-back surveys, etc.). The method does not need 
to be new, but should take into consideration the time constraints and limited personnel to 
conduct intense survey methodologies over the long term. Methods may be similar to 
Conway 2011 with possibilities to develop a better protocol using ARUs for long term 
monitoring. 

Expected Management Implications 
Outcomes would be expected to: 

• Assist land managers in monitoring populations for several game species and a federally 
listed species utilizing similar habitats. 

• Link occupancy to habitat data and management practices (especially focusing on 
grazing, fire, and haying or shredding, and potentially the timing of those practices). 

• Gather more information on rails in Texas that will better allow TPWD to assess the 
status of both game species and a federally threatened species on public lands. 
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