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Engaging Citizen Scientists in Prairie Falcon (Falcon mexicanus) Monitoring in 
McDowell Sonoran Preserve 

Preliminary results indicate the falcons’  ability to 
successfully reproduce over three consecutive 
years with seasonal closures in place, in spite of 
noise and disturbances associated with high 
numbers of people visiting the area.  

This project is an excellent way to engage 
volunteers in learning about and monitoring 
wildlife. The results we obtain also provide the 
opportunity to educate visitors about this species 
and the importance of protecting their habitat in 
McDowell Sonoran Preserve. 

Field Institute managers and citizen scientists 
developed protocols based on the Arizona Game 
and Fish Department’s (AZGFD) peregrine falcon 
monitoring protocol1.  Data sheets record prairie 
falcon behavior, nest timing, fecundity success 
measured by number of chicks produced and 
fledged, number of hikers and noise level. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Citizen scientist observers are trained using 
various methods:   

• Workshop with AZGFD and Liberty Wildlife 
• In-the-field and mentor training by a Certified 

Citizen Scientist project lead 

Our prairie falcon monitoring program is 
conducted by citizen scientists. We train these 
volunteers on bird habitat, anatomy and behavior 
and on monitoring protocols. 

At the beginning of each breeding season, the City 
of Scottsdale Preserve management team takes 
steps  to minimize disturbances near the eyrie by 
implementing the following: 
•  posting quiet signs  
•  closing several climbing routes 
•  fencing off the area below the nest   

An observation site was selected to provide the 
best view of the nest and minimal impact to the 
falcons.  
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Citizen scientists monitoring frequency was 
adjusted based on the falcons observed 
reproductive timeline, with more frequent 
monitoring occurring during key times in the 
nesting cycle.  

CONCLUSIONS 

We have engaged 50 citizen scientists in this 
project. Through their efforts, we have gained 
insight into prairie falcon behaviors, improved our 
monitoring protocols and increased awareness of 
human-wildlife interactions. 

Prairie falcon productivity has varied by year, as 
recorded by number of falcons fledged: three in 
2015; five in 2016 and two in 2017. Monitoring 
continues in 2018. 
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Tom’s Thumb in McDowell Sonoran Preserve is a 
popular area for both climbers and hikers with as 
many as 200 people visiting the site in an hour on 
weekends. In 2015, climbers discovered a pair of 
prairie falcons nesting on a rock face in the middle 
of several climbing routes. 

Figure 1. Wide-view of eyrie location. Photo by H. Krautter Feb. 

21, 2015. Close view by L. Rogalle, Feb 20, 2015. 

Figure 2. Example of completed data recording sheet. 

Figure 3. Monitoring frequency based on reproduction phase 
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Concerns with nesting raptors being impacted by 
high usage associated with rock climbing and 
hiking beneath the nest site led the McDowell 
Sonoran Conservancy Field Institute, working with 
the City of Scottsdale,  to implement a prairie 
falcon monitoring project.  

Our objective is to engage citizen scientists in field 
monitoring in order to better understand timing of 
nesting at this site, nest success, and potential 
impacts of recreation. 
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