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Agency replants nesting area for endangered bird  
Barbara Moran Staff Writer   
Published: April 2, 1987 
Employees of the Helix Water District thought they were just doing their job last summer when they 
cleared vegetation from the San Diego River in El Monte Valley here.  
The willows and other vegetation had grown up over five years and were beginning to restrict the flow of 
water, creating a potential flooding hazard. 
However, in the course of that five years, the least Bell's vireo, an endangered species, had discovered 
the growth and decided to start nesting in the neighborhood. 
So, when the water district cleared the vegetation, it unknowingly displaced several nesting vireos, 
violating state and federal wildlife protection laws. 
Two weeks ago, the district finished replanting the same kind of vegetation it had cleared away. 
Capt. Rod Shackelford of the state Department of Fish and Game said an agreement permitted the 
district to clear a portion of the channel. Vegetation alongside the channel was replanted, however. 
"The warden who oversaw the situation is satisfied with the district's response," Shackelford said. 
Shackelford said his agency would only get involved again if the birds were harassed, killed or displaced. 
"It's kind of a Catch-22 situation," commented Shirley Massie, public education coordinator for the water 
district. 
"On the one hand, we are charged with performing flood control maintenance," she said. "On the other, 
we are asked to protect habitat which can contribute to flooding." 
She said district employees were not aware that the little gray birds had begun nesting in the overgrown 
vegetation. About 3,000 feet of riverbed was cleared before work was stopped. 
The growth of the vegetation was attributed to heavy rainfall, which raised the water table beneath the 
riverbed. 
The clearing of the vegetation was brought to the attention of state and federal officials by residents of El 
Monte Valley, many of whom ride their horses, use off-road vehicles, hike and go bird-watching in the 
area. The district's property is posted with "no trespassing" signs. 
"I think the dumping of (abandoned) automobiles and the activities of off-road vehicles may do more harm 
to the birds than anything else," Massie said. "Trespassing is a big problem out there." 
There are believed to be about 200 least Bell's vireos left, although at one time they were as common as 
sparrows. The vireos nest in vegetation near water in Southern California and Baja California. 
The birds are entitled to protection of their habitats as a recognized endangered species. 
The recent replanting of habitat was done in three days by workers provided through the county Probation 
Department. 
Vegetation was planted for 50 feet on either side of the channel. Small willows were planted by hand and 
the rest of the area was seeded.  
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