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Lewis’s Woodpecker (Melanerpes lewis) 

 

Species Status Statement. 

Distribution  

The distribution of Lewis’s woodpecker encompasses much of western North America, 

extending from southern British Columbia to southern New Mexico, and from coastal California 

through Colorado (Abele et al. 2004, Parrish et al. 1999, DeGraaf et al. 1991). This distribution 

roughly approximates that of ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa; Diem and Zeveloff 1980). 

Within its broad distribution, the actual occurrence of Lewis’s woodpecker is spotty and 

discontinuous (Sauer et al. 2001).  

Utah contains a substantial portion of the overall range of Lewis’s woodpecker. The species is 

distributed statewide, with concentrations along mountain ranges and adjacent valleys (ebird 

2019, Sauer et al. 2001). During the winter, these woodpeckers are found in the Wasatch 

Mountains, and in the southwest corner of the state (Vierling 2013). 

 

Table 1. Utah counties currently occupied by this species. 

 

 

Abundance and Trends 

Population numbers and trends are difficult to ascertain with this species due to its patchy 

distribution (Abele et al. 2004). However, bird monitoring programs have noted declines for this 

species over much of its range, including Utah. The global abundance estimate of Lewis’s 

woodpecker is 82,000, with roughly 95% living in the United States (Partners in Flight 2019). 

Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) data show range-wide abundance declines of 3.42% per year (95% 

CI: -7.32 to -1.59; Sauer et al. 2017) and an overall population loss of 67% from 1967 to 2015 

(Rosenberg 2016). Lewis’s woodpecker is much less common in Utah today than historically 

(Behle et al. 1985).  

Currently, Lewis’s woodpecker is: 

 Identified by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as a priority species at the continental 

and Bird Conservation Region scales on the Birds of Conservation Concern list (draft 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2017) 

 Listed by Partners in Flight as “REVERSE DECLINE: Yellow Watch List ‘D’ – Species 

with population declines and moderate to high threats” (Rosenberg et al. 2016) 

 Listed as Least Concern on the Red List of Threatened Species by the International 

Union for Conservation of Nature 
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Statement of Habitat Needs and Threats to the Species. 

Habitat Needs 

Lewis’s woodpecker is a habitat specialist, with primary breeding habitat being open ponderosa 

pine forests, and open cottonwood riparian areas above 6,500 ft (Saab and Veirling 2001, 

Parrish et al. 1999). Breeding sites usually include a brushy understory with abundant perches. 

Lewis’s woodpecker also breeds in low numbers in small, open patches of aspen in Utah 

(Vande Voort 2011). Where they reside, individuals seek high densities of standing dead trees 

(snags) along with the aforementioned site conditions, which are most commonly found in 

stands with fairly recent fire history. Indeed, Lewis’s woodpecker is often characterized as a 

post-fire specialist, though use of burned areas varies greatly with region, size of the burn, and 

severity of the fire. Nesting woodpeckers were found 19 to 22 years after fire in one burn, but 

not 7 or 30 year after fire in a similar region (Bock 1970). In Wyoming, woodpeckers were more 

abundant in a burned forest 8 years post-fire than a similarly sized burn 20 years post fire 

(Linder 1994). In Idaho, Lewis’s woodpeckers settled in a large (100,000 ha), high intensity burn 

2 to 3 years post-fire in large numbers, but did not settle in large numbers in a 24,000 ha burn in 

Montana until 5 years post-fire (Saab and Dudley 1996, Caton 1996).  

This species, unlike most other woodpeckers, forages by aerially catching large, flying insects. 

Open forest canopies with brushy understories support abundant insect habitat, and provide 

perches from which the woodpeckers hunt (Vierling et al. 2013). Lewis’s woodpeckers lack the 

robust bill physiology of most other woodpeckers, limiting their ability to drill into wood for 

insects and excavating cavities. Consequently, it prefers to nest in soft, decaying trees, or to 

use pre-existing cavities (Abele et al. 2004). 

Some individuals, especially those in the northern extent of the range, migrate locally or 

regionally (Vierling et al. 2013). In winter, woodpeckers appear to occupy areas with ample food 

storage sites, such as cracked power poles, furrowed tree bark, and other large cracks and 

holes (Tashiro-Vierling 1994). Orchards and oak woodlots are also abundantly used in winter 

when insects are scarce (Bock 1970). 

 

Threats to the Species 

The primary threat to Lewis’s woodpecker is the loss of breeding habitat through fire 

suppression and improper forest management (Abele et al. 2004). Fire suppression efforts over 

the last century have caused an increase in tree densities of ponderosa pine and mixed conifer 

forests. This has decreased the amount of suitable open-canopy breeding and foraging habitat 

for Lewis’s woodpeckers (Parrish et al. 1999, Morgan 1994). Forest management practices that 

promote increasing canopy closure and increased tree density make habitat unsuitable for 

Lewis’s woodpeckers, by reducing the available insect prey, decreasing accessible foraging 

areas, and limiting available cavities for nesting (Abele et al. 2004). Additional threats include 

improper livestock grazing, and competition from non-native species. These threats are less 

pervasive and often occur at more of a local scale than fire suppression and excessive timber 
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stocking. Poor grazing practices in some areas can remove essential ground cover necessary to 

support insect prey (Parrish et al. 1999). In addition, competition for nesting cavities by the 

invasive European starling has had a negative impact on Lewis’s woodpecker populations 

(Parrish et al. 1999). 

 

Table 2. Summary of a Utah threat assessment and prioritization completed in 2014. This 

assessment applies to the species’ entire distribution within Utah. For species that also occur 

elsewhere, this assessment applies only to the portion of their distribution within Utah. The full 

threat assessment provides more information including lower-ranked threats, crucial data gaps, 

methods, and definitions (UDWR 2015; Salafsky et al. 2008). 

 

 

Rationale for Designation. 

Notwithstanding the small population, Utah represents a substantial portion of the overall 

distribution of Lewis’s woodpecker. This species has experienced a significant long-term decline 

in population size over the last several decades, and no longer persists in large portions of its 

historical range. Lewis’s woodpecker is a habitat specialist with primary breeding habitat in 

ponderosa pine and open riparian areas. Fire suppression, and forest management practices 

that increase canopy cover and tree density and remove snags used for nesting, threaten its 

breeding habitat. The loss and degradation of riparian deciduous woodlands threatens post-

breeding dispersal and wintering habitat. 

 

Economic Impacts of Sensitive Species Designation. 

Sensitive species designation is intended to facilitate coordinated management of this species 

which is recommended to prevent Endangered Species Act listing and lessen related economic 

impacts. An ESA listing of Lewis’s woodpecker would have statewide impacts to forest 

management, prescribed fire, wildfire rehabilitation, summer livestock grazing, and projects in 

mid- and high-elevation riparian vegetation areas. There would also be increased costs of 

regulatory compliance for many land-use decisions and mitigation costs. 
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