
Habitat for birds 
and other wildlife, 
on rivers east of the
continental divide
especially, has been
altered by infestations
of Russian olive and
saltcedar. 
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How do invasive shrubs affect 
native birds along our rivers?

A healthy section of
native cottonwoods
on the Marias River.
Invasive plants 
may threaten the
persistence of bird
diversity along 
our waterways.
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Background

Russian olive (Elaeagnus angustifolia) and saltcedar (Tamarix ramosissima) are large, exotic
shrubs native to Eurasia. Both were brought to North America in the nineteenth-
century with the best of intentions; to provide for wildlife habitat, erosion control, as
ornamentals and to create homestead shelterbelts in windy environments. As is often the
case however, each species quickly began to propagate beyond the confines of human

expectations. Once saltcedar and Russian olive find their way into 
river systems, native vegetation can be replaced with dense thickets 

of these plants. 

The State of Montana classifies saltceder as a noxious weed with 
the ultimate goal of eradication. Populations of this shrub are still
relatively minor here, with the most significant populations found
in the Fort Peck reservoir area. 

Russian olive is far more widespread and well-established; 
all major river drainages east of the continental divide have
significant populations, with some of the densest identified on the

Marias, Big Horn, lower Yellowstone and Missouri rivers. Montana
Audubon in cooperation with the Montana Native Plant Society

successfully petitioned the State of Montana to ban the sale of Russian
olive as of 2010. It is now listed as a “Regulated Species” and formally

recognized as a serious threat to the health of riparian ecosystems. 

Riparian Habitat and Birds

Accomplished birders walking along Montana’s rivers and streams know where to search for
different species. Willow flycatchers, Yellow-breasted Chats, and Common Yellowthroats are
found near ground level, singing, foraging, and nesting in willows. Higher in the cottonwoods,
among the leaves and outer branches of the canopy, the suspended cupped nests of Warbling
Vireos and Bullock’s Orioles are found. More focused searches of tree trunks yield the cavity
nests of woodpeckers, swallows, and nuthatches. Together, the multi-storied riparian vegetation
creates a diversity of habitats, one attractive to birds and birders alike.

Unfortunately, invasive plants may threaten the persistence of bird diversity along our waterways.
For example, once established, Russian olive and saltcedar outcompete native willows and
cottonwoods, thereby simplifying the diversity of riparian vegetation to a near monoculture of
even-aged trees and shrubs of similar height. How do birds respond to this loss of habitat
diversity? Research, conducted mostly along rivers in the desert southwest, finds that shrub-

nesting species continue to occupy these areas but that canopy and cavity nesters decline
over time. In Montana, this could mean population decreases for at least two of our

‘Species of Concern’, the Red-headed Woodpecker and Red-eyed Vireo.

We need more information to evaluate the perceived negative attributes of 
Russian olive and saltcedar to birds in our state; this will be the initial phase of the
Montana Audubon River Initiative, a multi-year project to protect birds and the
riparian habitat they depend upon on rivers around Montana. Natural resource
agencies and concerned landowners are motivated to control and eradicate
Russian olive and saltcedar to improve native conditions. We hope to better
understand the ecology of Russian olive and saltcedar with regard to birds along the

Yellowstone River as a first step to inform management of these invasive species.

Support Montana Audubon today to conserve bird habitat 
along Montana’s most iconic waterways.www.mtaudubon.org
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Once saltcedar 
(top) and Russian 
olive find their way
into river systems,
native vegetation 
can be replaced 
with dense thickets 
of these plants. 

In Montana, this could
mean population
decreases for at least
two of our ‘Species 
of Concern’, the 
Red-headed
Woodpecker and
Red-eyed Vireo.
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