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“A TALE OF TWO BIRDS”
In the Fall and Winter, Deer Creek Hills Preserve is home to 
two tyrant flycatchers. While some of their behaviors are 
similar, one is a homebody (Black Phoebe, Sayornis nigricans) 
and one a moderate distance traveler (Say’s Phoebe, Sayornis 
saya). They are commonly seen along the self-guided hiking 
loops at the preserve. Both are very active daytime insect 
catchers and although they are not much bothered by people, 
visitors are asked to remain at a respectful distance.

Black Phoebes like water. From creeks, rivers, ponds, lakes, 
the ocean and even including your backyard pool, you will 
usually find them near water. On the other hand, Say’s 
Phoebe (Say’s for short) like it dry, preferring open grasslands 
and sagebrush country. 

Both birds prefer a roof of some sort over their nests. The 
Black Phoebe attaches its wool-lined mud nest to a vertical 
surface, while the Say’s utilizes a flat shelf and an assortment 
of sticks, rocks and hair to create its nest. Both stay with the 
same mate for the breeding season, sharing the duty of chick 
rearing. And while the Black Phoebe nests at Deer Creek Hills, 
the Say's heads North around April to nest. Both readily use 

sheds and even things like horse trailers to provide a roof, 
often using them year after year. 

Look for the Black Phoebe along Crevis Creek and at the 
North Pond, perched on a low rock or bare tree branch. Look 
for the Say’s along the fence lines or perched on a lichen-
covered rock in the open grasslands. These lone birds will 
sally out from their perch to grab bugs in the air and are also 
quite happy to snag a meal on the ground. The Say’s will also 
‘hawk’ or hover semi-stationary in the air. Both tend to flick 
their tails when perched. While the Say’s will consume a bit 
of fruit with some regularity, the Black Phoebe’s diet is about 
99% insects, with the addition of an elderberry about 0.5% 
of the time. Both depend on a healthy insect population to 
survive and raise their chicks.

Article and photos courtesy of SVC Docent Lisa Couper, DVM.
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WELCOMING A WET WINTER
Early rains are a welcomed change and a step in the right 
direction to bring us out of the “extreme” or “exceptional” 
drought conditions present in the majority of the state. Rains 
are essential for the healthy function of the 576.81 acres 
of riparian and wetland ecosystems under SVC protection. 
The streams and creeks are beginning to swell and our 
vernal pools are filling up, so let’s take a closer look at the 
importance of these crucial ecosystems and why they deserve 
protection. 

California has seen a loss of as much as 90 percent of its 
original wetland acreage—a greater percentage of loss than 
any other state in the nation. The protection of wetlands is 
vital because they help regulate climate, store surface water, 
control pollution and flooding, replenish aquifers, promote 
nutrient cycling, maintain natural communities of plants 
and animals, serve as critical nursery areas, and provide 
opportunities for education and recreation.

The Say’s Phoebe is lighter gray-
brown with a cinnamon belly, 
light chest, and dark tail.

The Black Phoebe has a solid 
dark body with a contrasting 
crisp white belly.
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CORNELL LAB OF 
ORNITHOLOGY GRANT

In September, docents and their families met up at Deer 
Creek Hills Preserve for an amazing night under the stars. 
This was the second attempt at gathering under the moon, 
after the August Moon Rise hike was canceled due to thick 
smoke and poor visibility. But, as it would turn out, the pivot 
made for a perfect alternative. The night of the 18th the 
moon rose one hour prior to the sun setting, creating a 
great opportunity to observe the sounds, smells and sights 
of the evening. Docents Lisa Couper, Sarah O’Gara and David 
Scharlach teamed up to plan a night to remember. Sarah 
O’Gara described the night so beautifully:

“The early evening brings out the crepuscular creatures, 
crickets advertising for mates and owls calling out to check on 
neighbors. As the sky darkens, Jupiter shines as the brightest 
object overhead with Saturn in her rings also making an 
appearance.”

Deer Creek Hills is a special place, and is especially full of 
magic at night. Located 26.5 miles east of Sacramento, far 
away from city lights, this 4,600 acre preserve sparkles with 
life at night. The night started with a 3-mile hike at dusk. 
Docents led the group through the dwindling light and 
listened to the sounds of the California Tree Crickets, and the 
buzz of Anthophora Bees as they visited flower after flower 
of the lilac colored Vinegar Weed. Along the way, the smell 
of Fitch’s Spike Tarweed is thick, and sticky in the air. Bugs 
like the assassin bug don’t mind the sticky substance this 
plant gives off, and it may even help them catch their prey 
as it coats their limbs. Under the oak canopy galls of every 
shape, color and texture hide in plain sight under leaves and 
on branches. Returning from the hike, docents were excited 
to find David Scharlach’s precision telescope aimed at the 
night sky. The moon, Saturn, Jupiter and many stars were 
illuminated under his powerful lens.

SVC’s dedicated docent volunteers spend countless hours 
researching, photographing, planning and dreaming of 
ways to make Deer Creek Hills come to life for their fellow 
volunteers and the general public. The Harvest Full Moon 
hike was a perfect end to a great year of docents supporting 
docents in education, recreation and fun. All that being said, 
SVC is eager to welcome the public back this Spring for 
docent guided public events. Be sure to mark your calendar 
next year as this wonderful Harvest Full Moon Hike will surely 
become an annual tradition.

SVC was awarded twenty-five thousand dollars through 
the Cornell Lab’s Land Trust Small Grants Program for the 
Habitat Enhancement and Rangeland Monitoring Project 
at Deer Creek Hills Preserve. This multi-benefit project will 
improve habitat for three targeted species listed on the 
California Wildlife Action Plan Tricolored Blackbird, Burrowing 
Owl, and Loggerhead Shrike as well as a number of other 
wildlife species. The project includes grassland, riparian, and 
oak woodland restoration and enhancement, and use of 
Rangeland Monitoring Network (RMN) protocols developed by 
Point Blue Conservation Science to evaluate the health of bird, 
plant, and soil communities within the preserve and guide 
future habitat management decisions. 

These enhancements and surveys wouldn’t happen without 
special dedicated funding granted by the Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology.

SVC and Sacramento Tree Foundation volunteers planted 
40 trees along Crevis Creek to kick off restoration projects in 
November, 2021. Additional plantings will take place in early 
2022. 

It’s estimated that less than 20% of Sacramento Valley’s 
riparian habitat which existed in 1850 remains today. When 
compared to grasslands and upland forest, riparian areas 
have the highest species diversity and productivity for both 
flora and fauna. California birds such as the willow flycatcher, 
yellow-billed cuckoo, red-shouldered hawk and more than 130 
other bird species either completely depend upon riparian 
habitats or use them preferentially at some stage of their life. 
Riparian habitat provides food, nesting habitat, cover, and 
migration corridors. 

Sacramento Valley winter rains are critical for the health of these 
valuable protected ecosystems.



SVC is honored to receive critical funding for Camp Pollock 
improvements through state funds which have been 
secured for public access improvements within the Lower 
American River Parkway. Public access projects include a 
river observation deck and non-motorized watercraft access, 
completion of the Myrtle Johnston Lodge improvement 
project, water infrastructure renovation, and interactive mural 
installations.

SVC is grateful to Senator Pan and Assemblymember McCarty 
for their continued commitment to a healthy future for 
Sacramento, and to the California State Lands Commission for 
entrusting SVC as the long-term manager of Camp Pollock. 
SVC began managing Camp Pollock in 2013 with no dedicated 
funds for management and maintenance. SVC invested over 
$1.8 million to cover costs for site management, make critical 
infrastructure improvements, and to keep the property open 
to the public. Thank you to each and every volunteer, docent, 

$3.5 MILLION FOR ACCESS 
IMPROVEMENTS AT CAMP 
POLLOCK

Spring Season at Deer Creek Hills – Hike Saturdays 
February through May. Docent-guided tours will include 
birding, history, equestrian rides and nature therapy.

MARK YOUR CALENDAR INTERESTED IN BECOMING  
A DOCENT?

Volunteer Days – have an occasional free Saturday, looking 
for a weekly project, or know a teen needing community 
service hours, sign up for a service project at Camp Pollock. 
Projects are great for corporate team building and giving 
back to the community, too!

and donor who has supported the vision for Camp Pollock for 
the past 8 years.

While this big funding is coming to Camp Pollock, we have 
even BIGGER plans. The access improvement money does 
not fully cover projects and maintenance of the property. 
We still need sponsors for new picnic tables and educational 
interpretive signs throughout the new trail loops. Sponsor 
recognition packages include your name or logo on the signs, 
and up to four lines of custom text on a bronze plaque. With 
so many new projects underway at Camp Pollock, the number 
of visitors is rapidly increasing. Join us for all these exciting 
upgrades and show your support for this community space. 
For more information about sponsorship opportunities, visit  
SacramentoValleyConservancy.org/donate-now

Virtual Docent Orientation January 8, 2022.  
This training will be held virtually via Google Meet 
and pre-registration is required. RSVP online at 
sacramentovalleyconservancy.org/events. If you are interested 
in joining but are unable to participate on January 8, please 
contact us ASAP  
– Carly Amatisto, SVC Program Coordinator at 916-612-3719. 
outreach@sacramentovalleyconservancy.org 

Docents must be willing to commit to a minimum of 4 outings 
(1 training + 3 public activities) at 5 hours per event = 20 hours 
a year. Most hikes and equestrian rides take place on Saturday 
mornings, mountain bike rides are on Monday evenings, and 
service projects/gardening vary from weekday mornings to 
weekend group clean up activities.

The 2022 Camp Pollock rental calendar is open and filling 
fast! Reserve space for your next family party or company 
meeting. Discounts are available for weekday, nonprofit, 
youth education, and multi-day rentals. Stay tuned for 
updates as we plan Camp Pollock’s 100 Anniversary 
celebration in the spring!
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It's not too late to renew your annual support for SVC.  
Use the enclosed envelope or visit SVC's website to make  
a secure and paperless donation today.


