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Merlins are known to breed in urban areas throughout the northern Great Plains. Hypotheses to explain this behavior include prey availability, for example due to bird feeding, and nest site availability in a landscape historically dominated by grassland. To better understand the factors influencing Merlin nest site selection in urban settings, we initiated a study to find and monitor nests in Moorhead, MN, USA in 2021 and 2022. Playback surveys were conducted in 0.64 square km quadrants with points spaced 200 meters apart to identify potential nest sites, which were later revisited and monitored from the ground using binoculars and spotting scopes. In 2021, 246 points within 12 quadrants were surveyed, resulting in 8 potential nest sites and 6 confirmed active nests. In 2022, 426 points within 26 quadrants have been surveyed, and as of 4 July 2022 there are 8 confirmed active nests and at least 7 highly likely nest sites out of 27 potential nest sites. All confirmed nests have been in conifers (in 2021 all were in blue spruce, Picea pungens) 9-17 meters above ground and 1-4 meters from the top of the tree. In 2021, all active nests successfully fledged young, and all confirmed nests in 2022 have successfully hatched young. Unusually, one nest from 2021 is being reused in 2022. We will assess the relationship between nest sites and vegetation landscape variables obtained using AρρEEARS, the Application for Extracting and Exploring Analysis Ready Samples. Additionally, this year we are analyzing prey items found at nest sites to determine prey use by Merlins in the area. Findings will allow us to conduct targeted surveys for prey species in future years to assess the correlation between Merlin nest site selection and prey abundance. Preliminary findings show an apparent affinity for preying on blackbirds. 


