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Species Name:   
 
Eastern black rail (Laterallus jamaicensis jamaicensis) 
 
Species Range:  
 
Alabama, Arkansas, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Kansa
s, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi,  
Missouri, Nebraska, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, North 
Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Puerto Rico, Rhode Island, South Carolina,  
Tennessee, Texas, Vermont, Virginia, Virgin Islands, West Virginia, Wisconsin; and Wherever 
found 
 
Recovery Priority Number:    
 
3; explanation provided below; Recovery Priority Number, Pg. 8 
 
Listing Status:  
 
Threatened; November 9, 2020 
 
Lead Regional Office:  
 
South Atlantic-Gulf Region 
 
Lead Field Office/Cooperating FO(s):  
 
South Carolina Ecological Services Field Office/Arkansas Ecological Services Field Office; 
Florida Ecological Services Field Office; Georgia Ecological Services Field Office; Illinois-Iowa 
Ecological Services Field Office; Indiana Ecological Services Field Office; Kansas Ecological 
Services Field Office; Louisiana Ecological Services Field Office; Missouri Ecological Services 
Field Office; Raleigh Ecological Services Field Office; Arlington Ecological Services Field 
Office; Austin Ecological Services Field Office; Corpus Christi Ecological Services Field Office; 
Houston Ecological Services Field Office; Texas Mid-Coast Refuge Complex; Mountain-Prairie 
Region Refuges-Region 6; Madison, Wisconsin, National Wetlands Inventory 
 
Lead Contact:   
 
Lindsey Troutman, 843.727.4707 Ext. 228 
 
1) Background 
The purpose of this recovery outline is to provide an interim strategy to guide the conservation 
and recovery of the eastern black rail until a final recovery plan is completed. Meeting the 
recovery needs of the subspecies will require cooperation among the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service (Service), and other Federal and State agencies, Tribes, and the public. An outline of 
potential recovery actions for the eastern black rail may help interested stakeholders understand 
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how we envision its conservation proceeding until a recovery plan is finalized. The eastern black 
rail (Laterallus jamaicensis jamaicensis) was published in the Federal Register on October 8, 
2020 (https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2020-10-08/pdf/2020-19661.pdf#page=1) and   
listed as a threatened species on November 9, 2020. The current outline is based on the final 
Species Status Assessment Report for the Eastern Black Rail (SSA) 
(https://ecos.fws.gov/ServCat/DownloadFile/186791; https://ecos.fws.gov/ecp/species/10477), as 
well as preliminary objectives and actions needed for recovery. The Service highly encourages 
readers to review the SSA, as this recovery outline does not include all pertinent information 
about the eastern black rail and is not written to serve as a summarizing document. This 
preliminary recovery strategy is based on the most current and highest quality information.  
 
Type and Quality of Available Information to Date:   
 
Important information gaps:  
There are several areas where information on the eastern black rail is unknown, or very little 
information exists. Data in the following areas may provide knowledge to understand and 
improve recruitment and recovery:  

 
• Site fidelity 
• Lifespan 
• Migration routes and linkages needed to ensure required habitat is available temporally 

and spatially across its range 
• Juvenile behavior and ecology across the range, e.g., dispersal, survival, demographics, 

and colonization rates 
• Factors that influence why the subspecies appears to be distributed as aggregates or 

clumps of individuals across a landscape, i.e., individuals select their home ranges or 
territories within a broad high marsh complex where several territories may be 
contiguous, yet similar habitat of apparent equal quality nearby may remain unoccupied   

• How the subspecies responds to habitat management practices and disturbances, e.g., fire, 
water depths, vegetation densities, etc.   

• Vocalization rates and patterns across the range 
• Survey methods and designs for various habitats across the range 

 
Uncertainties for recovery: 

Though there are many issues and uncertainties that will influence recovery for this subspecies, 
following are several of the most apparent and prominent issues currently contributing to 
recovery uncertainty:   

1. The wide geographic range results in regional differences in the factors that affect 
viability and contribute to population declines (USFWS 2019). While some approaches to 
support recovery may be similar across the range, regionally tailored approaches may be 
required to support recruitment and population growth.  

2. The indirect or direct processes affecting recruitment and persistence are currently 
unknown and may differ across the range. 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2020-10-08/pdf/2020-19661.pdf#page=1
https://ecos.fws.gov/ServCat/DownloadFile/186791
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fecos.fws.gov%2Fecp%2Fspecies%2F10477&data=04%7C01%7Cvictoria_davis%40fws.gov%7Cde143d4d4ff04ec3816008d881ca1082%7C0693b5ba4b184d7b9341f32f400a5494%7C0%7C0%7C637402052306046928%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=tGo9MrEhICzbaEwCt3WABzSozR8X75sxCdbsLr%2FbldY%3D&reserved=0
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3. The ability to monitor and track recruitment of this cryptic species is difficult, making 
use of this demographic parameter for assessing and improving recovery actions 
challenging.   

4. The ability to maintain long-term management that replicates the natural processes that 
are key to sustaining the habitats that support recovery goals. 

5. The commitment to adaptive management and associated failures, as few examples of 
successful habitat restoration efforts targeting eastern black rails exist. 

 
Brief Life History:    
The eastern black rail is a subspecies of black rail, a secretive marsh bird and the smallest rail 
species found in North America (Eddleman et al. 1994). Adults are typically 10-15 centimeters 
(cm) in length with a wingspan of 22-28 cm and weigh an average of 35 grams (Eddleman et al. 
1994). Males and females are similar in size, and adults are generally pale to blackish gray, with 
a small blackish bill and bright red eyes. Black rail chicks are covered in black down with an oily 
greenish sheen and have dark-gray or dark brownish olive eyes upon hatching (Bent 1926; 
Eddleman et al. 1994).  
 
Eastern black rails forage on a variety of small (<1 cm) aquatic and terrestrial invertebrates, 
especially insects, and seeds (e.g., Typha, Scirpus, Spartina spp.). Its habitat can be tidally or 
non-tidally influenced, and range in salinity from salt to brackish to fresh. It requires dense 
overhead perennial herbaceous cover with underlying soils that are moist to saturated 
(occasionally dry)  interspersed with or adjacent to very shallow water (typically ≤ 3 cm) (Flores 
and Eddleman 1995; Legare and Eddleman 2001; Haverland 2019).  
   
The eastern black rail occurs across a relatively larger geographic range and exhibits latitudinal 
variation in the timing of certain life history events, such as the onset of breeding, across this 
range. The Service encourages review of the SSA to understand the life history phenology and 
local breeding season, especially in the latitudinal context (relevant SSA figures for guidance are 
2-1 and 2-2 and their text discussion). Eggs are laid in a nest bowl constructed of live and dead 
fine-stemmed plants, with a canopy and a ramp (Harlow 1913, Davidson 1992). Average clutch 
size is seven eggs (Legare and Eddleman 2001). Nests are well hidden in a dense clump of 
vegetation over moist soil or shallow water. Both sexes incubate and provide parental care to 
precocial (young are relatively mature and mobile from the moment of birth or hatching) chicks, 
indicating the subspecies is monogamous (Harlow 1913, Flores and Eddleman 1993, Eddleman 
et al. 1994, Legare and Eddleman 2001).   
 
Life History Characteristics Important to Recovery:  
Several characteristics important to the eastern black rail recovery as described in the SSA 
(USFWS 2019) are summarized below:   
 
Eastern black rails require dense overhead cover and are primarily associated with herbaceous, 
persistent, emergent wetland plants (Cowardin et al. 1979). Plant structure is considered more 
important than plant species composition in predicting habitat suitability since this species requires 
dense vegetative cover that allows movement underneath the canopy and are found in a variety of 
marsh habitats with a large salinity range (Flores and Eddleman 1995). Eastern black rails depend 
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on this dense cover throughout their life cycle and is their primary strategy to avoid predation. 
Researchers working long periods (months to years) at locations where the species is present rarely 
see birds. This behavior can become a handicap when density independent factors such as fire and 
or flooding force birds to move to new locations. Their reluctance to fly, which has been observed 
in both types of events, may place them at increased risk. 
 
Because nesting sites are selected near or over water, flooding can be a significant cause of nest 
failure for eastern black rails. Where water levels are managed, they should be kept lower than 
nest elevations during the nesting and brood rearing periods. At locations where water levels are 
not managed, sufficient habitat should be available to support enough nesting birds such that a 
portion are not inundated. Transition areas, the ecotone between wetlands and uplands, should 
support enough vegetative cover for the subspecies to avoid predation. During flooding events, 
refugia areas should extend into adjacent uplands (Evens and Page 1986).  
 
Eastern black rails occur across an elevational gradient that lies between the lower and wetter 
portions of estuarine and palustrine marshes and the higher and drier adjacent uplands 
(Eddleman et al. 1988; Nadeau and Conway 2015). Individual movement across this gradient 
depends on hydrologic conditions. These habitats have gentle slopes that have large areas of 
shallow inundation (sheet water) which can shrink and expand based on hydrologic conditions, 
providing dependable foraging habitat across the dampened areas and wetland-upland transition 
zone. There are very few examples of habitat enhancement or restoration projects that 
intentionally and successfully targeted black rails (Nadeau and Conway 2015; Richmond et al. 
2010). Most estuarine marsh restoration efforts have focused on restoring regularly flooded tidal 
marshes and these are too wet to support the species.   
 
Adults undergo a complete post-breeding molt each year (Pyle 2008) and are temporarily unable to 
fly for approximately three weeks at the end of the breeding season (Flores and Eddleman 1991, 
Eddleman et al. 1994). California black rails experienced a drop in body weight during this time, 
indicating that the metabolic costs of performing a complete molt may outweigh an individual’s 
ability to replenish energy reserves (Flores and Eddleman 1991). Therefore, it is not unreasonable 
to assume that eastern black rails are also vulnerable during this period of flightlessness and have 
lower body weights (Flores and Eddleman 1991). Incompatible land management techniques and 
stochastic events can have significant impacts on populations of eastern black rail during this time. 
 
Several positive biological attributes are very important to recovery. The subspecies has a very 
high reproductive potential. Clutches average 6 to 8 eggs and the subspecies likely can produce 
two broods in a nesting season especially in warmer latitudes. The amount of habitat required to 
support a home range and breeding territory (<2 ha) is relatively small for an avian vertebrate. 
Individuals from non-migratory populations may have a high degree of site fidelity. These 
attributes are highly advantageous for developing recovery actions and managing existing 
populations.  
 
Primary Threats:  
Eastern black rail populations are affected by a variety of factors. However, due to its wide 
geographic range, the suite of factors affecting the subspecies may vary regionally (USFWS 
2019). Despite these regional differences, their numbers are impacted by the loss, degradation, 



6 
 

and fragmentation of wetland habitats resulting from conversion of wetlands to agricultural or 
urban land uses, sea level rise along the coast, and ground- and surface-water withdrawals across 
the range. Incompatible land management practices may also have negative impacts on the 
eastern black rail, i.e., poorly timed and planned prescribed fires, excessive grazing, and/or 
certain mechanical treatments, particularly when they are conducted during the breeding season 
or the flightless molt period. Stochastic events, such as flood events and hurricanes, may have 
significant impacts on populations of eastern black rail. For example, extensive flooding from 
major hurricanes has been documented at occupied sites during the subspecies’ flightless molt 
period, potentially impacting multiple individuals. When considering the future risk factors to the 
eastern black rail, there is a complex interaction of threats and other factors having synergistic 
effects on the subspecies. 
 
Current Biological Status of the Species:  
 
Overview:  
The eastern black rail is a widely distributed, secretive marsh bird with little known about its 
population structure and dynamics. Based on the available data, subpopulations occur across the 
landscape as small (single pairs) to relatively large (multiple pairs) population centers in a 
clumped distribution. Birds from northern latitudes migrate south and winter in warmer climates 
among year-round resident subpopulations. However, we do not understand how these 
subpopulations may be different, the proportion of migrants versus residents, if there is any 
separation between migrant and resident populations geographically, or how dispersal among 
population centers might occur or how often. We also recognize across the range of the 
subspecies, factors affecting these subpopulations may differ based on geography, land use 
practices, etc. Since clear differentiation between populations across the range is difficult for the 
subspecies, environmental and occurrence point data from across the range were used to develop 
analysis units (AUs) to inform our assessment of current and future conditions. Five AUs 
(Central Lowlands, Great Plains, Mid-Atlantic Coastal Plain, Southeast Coastal Plain, and 
Southwest Coastal Plain) exist for eastern black rails. Historical data and a few current records 
indicated the Appalachians and New England encompassed part of the range of the eastern black 
rail; therefore, we identified two additional units (Appalachians and New England) for a total of 
seven AUs. However, three of the AUs (New England, Appalachians, and Central Lowlands) are 
extirpated. 
 
The best available scientific data suggest that the remaining strongholds support a relatively 
small total population size across the contiguous United States, e.g., an estimated 1,299 
individuals on the upper Texas coast within specific protected areas prior to Hurricane Harvey, 
and an estimated 355 – 815 breeding pairs on the Atlantic Coast from New Jersey to Florida 
(including the Gulf Coast of Florida) prior to multiple recent major hurricanes (Watts 2016; 
Tolliver et al. 2017). The subspecies likely occurs throughout the Caribbean, Central America, 
and Brazil, but given that we do not have consistent monitoring or survey results for these areas 
we have no information to indicate whether the bird is present in large numbers. 
 
The future condition analysis indicated a high probability of extirpation under all scenarios. In 
the next 25 years (by the year 2043), the Great Plains AU will likely be extirpated, leading to the 
loss of the only remaining high latitude unit for the eastern black rail. In addition to this loss, the 
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three remaining AUs (Mid-Atlantic Coastal Plain, Southwest Coastal Plain, and Southeast 
Coastal Plain) will likely be lost within the next 50 years (USFWS 2019). Thus, the eastern black 
rail will likely have zero representation in the United States by approximately 2068 (USFWS 
2019). 

 
3 Rs:   
• Resiliency:  We expect all eastern black rail AUs to have no resiliency by 2068, as all are 

likely to be extirpated by that time. We have no reason to expect the resiliency of eastern 
black rail outside the contiguous United States to improve in such a manner that will 
substantially contribute to eastern black rail viability within the contiguous United States 
portion of the range. Limited historical and current data, including nest records, indicate 
that resiliency outside of the contiguous United States will continue to be low into the 
future, or decline if habitat loss or other risk factors continue.  

• Representation:  In terms of habitat variability, the eastern black rail has some adaptive 
capacity to changing environmental conditions because it uses similar habitat elements 
across different wetland types (salt, brackish, and freshwater). Despite this adaptive 
capacity, in the next 25 years (by the year 2043), the Great Plains AU will likely be 
extirpated (or effectively extirpated) leading to the loss of the last high latitude 
representative unit for the eastern black rail. In addition to this loss, the three remaining 
AUs (Mid-Atlantic Coastal Plain, Southwest Coastal Plain, and Southeast Coastal Plain) 
will likely be lost within the next 50 years. Thus, the eastern black rail will likely have no 
representation by approximately 2068  

• Redundancy:  The four AUs that currently contain extant populations of eastern black 
rails will have zero redundancy under all plausible scenarios by 2100. In fact, the Great 
Plains AU will likely be extirpated in 15 to 25 years leading to further reduction (from a 
current low condition) in redundancy by 2043 and resulting in only coastal populations of 
the eastern black rail remaining. By only having coastal AUs remaining (and in even 
lower resiliency than current condition), this will further limit the ability of the eastern 
black rail to withstand catastrophic events such flooding from hurricanes and tropical 
storms. By 2068, we expect all eastern black rail AUs to be extirpated. 

 
Understanding these projected estimates for resiliency, representation, and redundancy as they 
apply within the geographies of regional populations will be important during development of 
the recovery plan for this species. Conservation actions may focus on building resiliency in one 
region, while another may wish to emphasize actions enhancing redundancy.      
   
Conservation Actions to Date: 
Out of 35 states, Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands within the range of the eastern black rail, 7 
have listed the black rail species as Endangered (USFWS 2019). The species was formerly listed 
as Endangered in Connecticut but was considered extirpated during the last listing review based 
on extant data and subsequently delisted (Connecticut Department of Energy and Environmental 
Protection 2015). These designations have different meanings for each state respectively, 
however, in most cases the subspecies is protected from take by state laws in addition to take 
associated with the federal protections of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. With the notable 
exception of several refuges and conservation areas, there have been few management actions 
that have been implemented to directly target eastern black rail conservation. The eastern black 
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rail has been included in proposals for land conservation and/or habitat enhancement; however, 
there has been minimal verification of how the bird responded to the actions taken.  
 
There are significant landscape-level opportunities to implement conservation actions that 
support the eastern black rail. A conservation plan recently finalized by the Atlantic Coast Joint 
Venture (ACJV) Black Rail Working Group targets six priority conservation strategies for the 
bird in the Atlantic Flyway (ACJV 2020). In the Gulf of Mexico, a multi-partnership team was 
recently awarded $4.0 million through the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s 
RESTORE Act Science Program to evaluate black rail, yellow rail, and mottled duck use of high 
marsh with a focus on their respective responses to prescribed fire in an adaptive management 
framework. Additionally, similar conservation actions and approaches used to benefit cover-
dependent grassland and secretive marsh bird species already exist that can be tailored to the 
specific habitat requirements of the eastern black rail. Examples include ensuring dense overhead 
cover is present, improving prescribed fire and grazing practices, and conserving and restoring 
wetland and grassland habitats. 
 
Recovery Priority Number:  
The first step to recover a listed species is to prevent its extinction. In order to balance the risk of 
extinction and available resources, the Service assigns a Recovery Priority Number (RPN) to 
listed species. Three criteria are used to evaluate the risk of extinction: threat magnitude, 
immediacy, and the biological uniqueness of the listed species. The rankings range from 1 to 12 
for the Service. The eastern black rail is assigned a recovery priority of 3, which indicates the 
subspecies faces significant and imminent threat. The degree of threat is considered high because 
the rail populations in most of the Atlantic coast states – already low (<500 birds; ACJV 2020) – 
show continued declines since 2016 (Watts 2020, pers. comm.). Populations on the upper Texas 
coast appear to be somewhat more substantial, but still number just over a thousand birds 
(USFWS 2019). There have been discoveries of sub-populations in south Texas and in coastal 
Louisiana; however, abundance estimates are low, and all Gulf of Mexico sub-populations are at 
significant risk from tropical systems, sea level rise, and extreme flood events. While the interior 
populations, specifically in Colorado, appear to be stable, they are at risk from interruptible 
flows in the Arkansas River that support the localized wetland sites where rails are found. 
 
2) Interim Recovery Program 
 
Interim Recovery Strategy:   
The ultimate goal of the recovery effort is to ensure the long-term survival of the eastern black 
rail by implementing conservation actions that result in populations that are self-sustaining (have 
sufficient redundancy, representation and resiliency) such that protections afforded by the 
Endangered Species Act are no longer required. The initial plan is to continue our engagement 
with partners, landowners, and stakeholders to circumvent, manage, and alleviate threats to the 
eastern black rail. We plan to work cooperatively with Joint Ventures, states (prioritizing the 
States where current populations exist or are nearby in adjoining States), federal agencies, non-
governmental organizations, and private landowners to protect habitat that currently supports or 
could support the subspecies. Specifically, conservation agreements and funding opportunities 
will be promoted through the Service’s various voluntary programs such as the Coastal and 
Partners for Fish and Wildlife Programs to encourage partnerships in habitat conservation and 
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enhancement efforts, improving our knowledge and understanding of the subspecies, and 
refining best management practices (BMPs) to support the recovery of the species. We will work 
with partners to assess habitat and threats to determine the recovery potential in geographic areas 
of the historic range. We will also support community-based watershed stewardship planning 
and action, as well as land acquisition and protection to benefit the subspecies. 
 
An effective recovery strategy for eastern black rail is contingent upon natural resource 
management that promotes population stability and growth, while minimizing threats and causes 
of decline.   
 
Action Plan:  
Recovery Actions (not in priority order) include the following: 
 
Science and Monitoring Actions  

● Support inventory and monitoring efforts to improve our understanding of the 
distribution and abundance of existing eastern black rail populations. 

● Improve eastern black rail survey techniques. 
● Support research on the relationship between land management practices and its effects 

on survival, recruitment, and reproduction. 
● Develop more efficient and effective approaches to habitat assessment (e.g., the use of 

advanced spatial technologies to develop improved techniques in the identification of 
wetland types or characteristics preferred by the subspecies at a regional or landscape 
scale). 

● Support research that improves our understanding of the dispersal, migration, 
distribution, occupancy, and behavior of subpopulations.   

● Continue research into regional phenology of breeding and molt periods.   
● Study factors that affect abundance of sub-populations to develop strategies and actions 

to ameliorate the negative effects. 
 

Habitat Management Strategies and Actions 

● Encourage and work with public and private land managers including non-profit 
organizations and landowners to protect, restore, enhance, and manage habitat to 
maintain and expand suitable habitat for the eastern black rail, particularly within and 
adjacent to occupied areas. 

● Create or restore eastern black rail habitat in palustrine and estuarine environments to 
bolster existing populations and increase the potential for new populations. Examples 
include a wide range of restoration approaches where the appropriate hydrology, 
vegetation structure, and micro-topography are established to meet the bird’s habitat 
requirements.   

● Strategically secure suitable habitat patches through conservation easements and/or land 
acquisition from coastal to inland areas to offset the effects of  sea level rise and to 
facilitate marsh migration. 

● Promote wetland impoundment management practices and schedules that support eastern 
black rail occupancy where appropriate. 
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● Develop and promote the use of regional prescribed fire BMPs and agricultural BMPs 
such as for grazing, haying, mowing, and other mechanical treatments and activities that 
reduce adverse impacts to eastern black rail and associated habitat. 

● Develop Safe Harbor Agreements, Habitat Conservation Plans, and other mechanisms of 
voluntary habitat improvements with non-Federal landowners. Work with existing 
conservation programs to encourage inclusion of eastern black rail and its habitat in those 
efforts. 

● Support development of a landscape conservation plan(s) for the subspecies and its 
habitat. 

 
Communication Actions 

● Develop, maintain, and implement a strategy for disseminating information, such as 
scientific research, incentives, BMPs, and monitoring methods and results, for 
appropriate use by the public, government agencies, and non-government organizations. 

• Coordinate to ensure that this subspecies and associated habitats are recognized during 
regulatory review of permit applications.  

• Incorporate regional differences into recovery planning to better target recovery actions 
within regions and across the broad geographic range of the subspecies.   

 
3) Preliminary Steps for Recovery Planning  
 
Will a recovery plan be developed?  
We will prepare a recovery plan for the eastern black rail using the detailed science identified in 
the SSA (USFWS 2019) and any new information since its most recent published version.   
 
Type of recovery plan:   
The recovery plan will be a single subspecies plan and include objective and measurable criteria 
which, when met, will ensure the conservation of the species. Recovery criteria will address all 
meaningful threats to the subspecies, as well as estimate the time and the cost to achieve 
recovery.   
 
Who will develop the recovery plan?  
The South Carolina Ecological Services Field Office will lead the recovery planning effort, with 
support from Service programs and conservation partners across the subspecies range.   
 
Plan for stakeholder role/involvement:   
During the recovery planning process, input, comments, and review will be sought from multiple 
stakeholders within States where recovery actions are most likely feasible. These will include 
State and Federal agencies, industrial and agricultural groups, research universities, and 
conservation organizations. Many stakeholders are currently cooperating in ongoing 
conservation planning and other working groups associated with the eastern black rail. 
 
Recovery Planning milestones:  
The draft plan should be finalized and sent to the Regional Office for review by April 2022. The 
final recovery plan should be finalized and sent to the Regional Office for review by April 2023. 
These timelines may change as affected by available resources and regional priorities. 
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Signed: _______________________________________  Date: _________________ 
  Assistant Regional Director, South Atlantic-Gulf &  
              Mississippi-Basin (Regions 2 & 4) 
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