
Eared Grebe 
Podiceps nigricollis

Eared Grebes are small waterbirds that rely 
heavily on saline lakes (within the Great Basin and, 
historically, the Salton Sea) during fall migration. 
This species nests in colonies, building their nests 
on platforms of marsh vegetation that float above 
the water’s surface. Their typical breeding range 
is within the Prairie Pothole region of southern 
Canada and northern United States, though 
some breeding colonies occur as far south as 
northern New Mexico and Arizona. During their fall 
migration, Eared Grebes primarily use Great Salt 
Lake, Utah and Mono Lake, California as staging 
grounds—which offer the birds an important 
resting area during their journey to molt and 
replenish their energy stores.

Eared Grebes at Great Salt Lake
• North American (NA) population is estimated at about 

3.7 million individuals, according to surveys conducted in 
20201

• Great Salt Lake hosts between 50-95% of the NA 
population with as many as 2,870,000  individuals 
recorded in 2020

• Eared Grebes use GSL as a stopover point during 
their fall migration – arriving in August and 
departing for their wintering grounds between 
mid-November and December

• During this staging period, adult birds will spend 
between 3 to 5 months molting their breeding plumage 
and building energy reserves

• These birds require a nutrient loaded and 
abundant food source at staging grounds to 
store energy to complete their molting process 
and to continue their southern migration to their 
wintering grounds  

• During this staging period their flight muscles 
atrophy while they are building fat/energy 
reserves leaving them flightless. This loss of 
flight makes the birds vulnerable to changing 
environmental conditions (i.e. inadequate food 
availability, habitat disturbance, etc.) as it requires 

up to 3 weeks and enough food/fat reserves to 
make the transition out of a flightless state in 
order to relocate to a more suitable site 

• While staging on saline lakes, Eared Grebes’ satisfy 
their fresh water requirements from their food, using 
salt glands located on their bill to expel the salt that is 
ingested

• Eared Grebes will eat brine flies early in fall, but primarily 
rely on adult brine shrimp while staging on the South 
Arm of Great Salt Lake

• Continuing and increasing salinity of the South 
Arm of the lake can adversely affect the overall 
food chain, including brine shrimp 

• This potentially could have serious implications 
for a significant portion of the NA Eared Grebe 
population because: 

• they require a high quality food source 
during their molting/staging period to foster 
a successful migration to wintering habitats 

• once they become flightless (due to 
molting and/or flight muscle atrophy), they 
are unable to quickly relocate between 
alternative staging sites to locate adequate 
food supplies 



WATER
DEPTH: Deeper water, preferred >12in

SALINITY: Require saline lakes with abundant 
food source (i.e., brine shrimp at GSL, and other 
invertebrates when available)

QUALITY: Selenium and mercury are concerns

LANDSCAPE 
• Large expanses of open water (for foraging 

and nesting)

• Nest in colonies on fresh, open water

• Build their nests by mounding 
submerged aquatic vegetation

MIGRATION TIMING (at GSL)
SPRING: March to May

FALL: August to December

DIET 
• Forage by surface diving 

• Feed primarily on brine shrimp during their 
fall staging period at GSL 

• But will eat brine flies, water boatmen 
(corixids), pile worms, and other 
invertebrates when available 

THREATS
• Rising levels of salinity at GSL threaten the 

brine shrimp population, which would limit a 
very important food source for Eared Grebes 
at a critical time in their life history.

• Undesirable bacterium has the potential to 
lead to outbreaks of avian botulism and avian 
cholera—both of which pose a threat to the 
Eared Grebe population.

• Eared Grebes’ dependence on saline lakes 
makes them vulnerable to habitat degradation 
associated with declining water levels and 
increasing salinity at their staging sites. This 
habitat degradation is largely due to water 
diversions and factors related to climate 
change (such as warming temperatures and 
changing precipitation patterns).

HABITAT CLASS
• Saline lakes during migration and as wintering 

grounds

• Breed in freshwater wetlands, shallow lakes, 
and ponds 

SIZE
LENGTH: 30–35 cm

WEIGHT: 200–735 g
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1 Population estimates collected from unpublished 
aerial surveys conducted by UDWR Great Salt 
Lake Ecosystem Program at GSL, and by Robbie 
Di Paolo and Kristie Nelson with the Mono Lake 
Committee at Mono Lake


