
Grass Valley Focus Area

Description: The focus area is approximately 1,100 acres of primarily agricultural land owned by 
Louis Kinney, George Mastel and Grant Schermer, Charles Deschamp, and the Missoula County 
Airport. It consists of wetlands, grasslands and rolling clay hills bisected by woody draws. The 
wetlands are fed by artesian springs that form fens, small ponds, cattail and sedge marshes, and 
LaValle Creek, which flows slowly through the floodplain to eventually reach the Clark Fork 
River on Smurfit-Stone Corporation property. Because the majority of the water is generated from 
artesian springs, the wetlands in Grass Valley normally remain open year round. This makes Grass 
Valley particularly valuable as cold weather habitat for ducks, geese, Marsh Wrens and other 
wetland species. The woody draws are densely vegetated with snowberry, choke cherry, 
serviceberry, hawthorn, cottonwood and aspen.

Bird Surveys: Breeding surveys were conducted from late May to early July in 2002, 2003, 2004. 
Birding, Christmas bird counts, and owl research (Denver Holt) have taken place since about 
1980. Observers were Jim Brown (focus area leader), Jeff Marks, Larry Weeks, Elizabeth 
Johnston, Janet Hardin, Jim Berkey, Richard Fevold, Eric Fevold, Bill Gabriel, Mary Poss, Jock 
Young, Bob Conway and Denver Holt.

Priority Species (minimum number of breeding pairs by year 2002/2003/2004):
Hooded Merganser 0/1/1
Willow Flycatcher 7/7/6
Warbling Vireo 0/3/0
Lazuli Bunting 3/0/3
Bobolink 3/3/6

Other Significant Observations:
 Waterfowl—ducklings of Hooded Merganzer, Wood Duck, Mallard, Northern Shoveler, and 
American Coot were observed in June 2002-2004. During migration Snow Goose, Tundra Swan, 
Northern Pintail (200+ on 3/27/02) and other waterfowl use the area.
Northern Harrier—often observed year around; pair observed 6/8/03
Swainson’s Hawk—often observed during June-July.
Winter raptors—Red-tailed Hawk and Rough-legged Hawk are abundant in the area during 
winters when the vole population is high. During the winter of  2003, which was considered a low 
raptor year by observers Larry Weeks and Jim Brown, an average of 6 Red-tailed and 3 Rough-
legged Hawks were recorded on a weekly survey between Grass Valley and Smurfit-Stone Focus 
Areas.
Virginia Rail—observed 6/5/01; 2 males were heard calling in April 2003.
Sandhill Crane—two birds have spent at least 6 weeks on the area during spring-summer in 2003 
and 2004.
Long-billed Curlew—Observed 6/29/02 and 6/9/04. A few observations have been reported each 
year for many years. 
Wilson’s Snipe—Abundant in the area, 15 counted on 5/2/02 and 10 on 6/8/03.
Wilson’s Phalarope—nests on the area. At least one pair observed each year.
Long-eared Owl—the 19 years of research by Denver Holt (longest continuous study of Long-
eared Owls in North America) shows that Grass Valley is an exceptionally important site for 
breeding, resting, and migration stopover for Long-eared Owls. The Audubon Christmas Bird 
Count for Missoula, which includes Grass Valley, often records the highest number of wintering 



Long-eared Owls of all Counts in the Nation. Over the past 17 Counts number of owls ranged 
from 0 to 42 and averaged 16. In January 2005, 25 Long-eared Owls were estimated by Denver 
Holt to be using the area.
Gray Catbird—is a regular summer resident in the woody draws.
Clay-colored Sparrow—nests on the area; 8 singing males were observed on 6/5/03 and 6 on 
6/9/04.
Yellow-headed Blackbird—is abundant in the cattails; 40 individuals counted on 6/29/02 and 50 
on 6/8/03.


	

