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What are Stewardship Birds?	

minnesotans are justly proud of the richness of bird life that is contained 
within our borders and across our diverse habitats. We also can take pride that our state 
provides quality habitat for several bird species that are common in our state, sometimes 
harboring significantly larger populations here than elsewhere. These “Stewardship Birds” 
confer on us a special responsibility to provide for their care. If their stronghold in our 
state is diminished, their ability to survive as a species may be in grave jeopardy. Audubon 
defines these stewardship bird species as having the following attributes:

�� Minnesota contains 5% or more of the bird’s global breeding population; and
�� Minnesota encompasses 5% or more of their breeding range.

Out of the 314 bird species that regularly inhabit Minnesota, only 12 species meet these 
criteria. These 12 birds are the subject of this publication. Two iconic Minnesota birds 
familiar to all citizens did not meet these criteria – the Bald Eagle and Common Loon; 
both are common across Canada and Alaska as well as Minnesota. For the most part, 
the 12 Stewardship Birds have not attracted much attention or resources from the 
conservation community here in Minnesota. This is not surprising as rare and disappearing 
species demand much of our effort. However, it is important to realize that we have 
a responsibility to provide stewardship for those species for which we have globally 
significant numbers.   

This booklet is designed to introduce the reader to these species. Because their survival 
may depend on how well they thrive in our state, our goal is to encourage Audubon 
chapters, wildlife professionals, and conservation volunteers to consider these species in 
their conservation work. Many Stewardship Birds are doing well; some are even increasing 
in numbers and distribution. Our challenge is to recognize the importance of Minnesota 
to the global conservation of these species and not take them for granted because of their 
abundance. If you own or are responsible for habitat that any of the Stewardship Birds 
depend on, nurture those habitat features (for example shrub cover, mature deciduous 
trees or wetlands) that are most important to those species, whether it is in your backyard, 
a wildlife management area or a state forest. Share with your neighbors, or professional 
colleagues, the unique role that Minnesota habitats provide and take pride in knowing that 
Minnesota is indeed a very special place for these birds. Finally, support the conservation 
work of Audubon Minnesota and help create a lasting benefit for our Stewardship Birds. 
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Our mission is to conserve 
and restore natural 
ecosystems, focusing 
on birds, other wildlife, 
and their habitats for 
the benefit of humanity 
and the earth’s biological 
diversity.
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Sedge Wren sings by Andrew Nyhus
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Critical to Conservation: Important Bird Areas in Minnesota and Beyond

as the u.s. partner for birdlife international, Audubon spearheads an ambi-
tious effort to identify, monitor, and protect the most critical places for birds – Impor-
tant Bird Areas (IBAs). We also collaborate with 19 international partners to extend a 
web of protection throughout the Western Hemisphere. Audubon has identified over 
2,600 IBAs covering 378 million acres of public and private lands in the United States.  

This pillar of Audubon’s overall approach to conservation is both powerful and simple: 
by identifying and protecting the most important places for birds, we can save species 
and preserve our natural heritage.

In Minnesota, Audubon and its partners have designated 48 places that are of highest 
conservation priority for birds – and additional sites are still being reviewed. Five 
of these IBAs have been designated as globally important. All of Minnesota’s IBAs 
are key to the continued health of Stewardship Bird populations. In this booklet we 
identify for each Stewardship Bird the IBAs that provide critical breeding habitats. 

Minnesota IBAs

1	A gassiz NWR IBA
2	AHATS  - Rice Creek IBA
3	A von Hills IBA
4	B ig Bog IBA
5	B luestem Prairie - Buffalo River 

State Park IBA*
6	B lufflands - Root River IBA
7	 Camp Ripley - Pillsbury - Lake 

Alexander IBA
8	 Carlos Avery IBA
9	 Chippewa Plains IBA
10	 Crane Meadows NWR - Rice Skunk 

Wetland Complex IBA
11	F elton Prairie IBA*
12	 Glacial Ridge IBA
13	 Goose Lake Swamp IBA
14	H amden Slough NWR IBA
15	H awk Ridge Nature Reserve IBA
16	I tasca State Park IBA
17	 Kittson-Roseau Aspen Parkland IBA
18	 Lac Qui Parle - Big Stone IBA*
19	 Lake Byllesby IBA
20	 Lake of the Woods IBA
21	 Lake Osakis IBA
22	 Lower Minnesota River Valley IBA
23	M cGregor IBA
24	M ille Lacs IBA
25	M inneapolis Chain of Lakes IBA
26	M ississippi River - Lake Pepin IBA
27	M ississippi River Twin Cities IBA
28	M urphy-Hanrehan Park Reserve IBA
29	N orth Metro Mississippi River IBA
30	N orth Shore Peregrine Falcon  

Eyries IBA
31	N orthland Arboretum IBA
32	P igeon Lake IBA
33	R othsay IBA*
34	S ax-Zim Bog IBA
35	S herburne NWR IBA
36	S t. Croix Lake IBA
37	S t. Louis River Estuary IBA
38	S t. Croix - Wild River State Park IBA
39	S t. Croix River Bluffs IBA
40	T amarac NWR IBA
41	T hief Lake IBA
42	T win Valley - Neal Prairie IBA*
43	U pper Minnesota River Valley IBA
44	U pper Mississippi NWR IBA
45	 Vermillion Bottoms - Lower Cannon 

River IBA
46	 Voyageurs Kabetogama IBA
47	W aubun Marsh IBA
48	W hitewater Valleys IBA
* Global IBA

IMPORTANT BIRD AREAS
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Minnesota supports one 
of the largest nesting 
colonies of American 
White Pelicans in North 
America, numbering 
approximately 11,000-
14,000 nesting pairs.

Current Distribution: The American White Pelican breeds in North America’s Great 
Plains. It winters along both the Gulf Coast and Pacific Coast of the southern United States 
and Mexico. 

A survey conducted in Minnesota in 2010 estimated a total population of 16,000 nesting 
pairs dispersed among 17 different colonies. Thirteen of the colonies were found on four 
large lakes: Lake of the Woods (4 colonies, Lake of the Woods County), Marsh Lake (5 
colonies, Big Stone County), Pigeon Lake (2 colonies, Meeker County) and Minnesota 
Lake (2 colonies, Fairbault County). Eleven of the colonies are within Important Bird 
Areas. Marsh Lake supported the largest colonies with over 11,000 nesting pairs combined. 
During the same year, another researcher estimated 14,000 breeding pairs at Marsh Lake. 
The discrepancy in numbers points to the difficulty of obtaining accurate counts in such 
large, dense nesting colonies. Not long ago, Chase Lake in North Dakota was considered 
the largest breeding colony in North America with nearly 18,000 nesting pairs in 2000. But, 
during the height of the 2004 breeding season, the adults suddenly abandoned their nests 
and young. Despite another nesting failure in 2005, the colony remains active and supports 
about 10,000 to 17,000 pairs. Population numbers can vary widely between years at any 
given colony. Nevertheless, the Chase Lake colony in North Dakota and the Marsh Lake 
colonies in Minnesota together comprise nearly 40% of the North American population. 

Description: The pelican’s prehistoric appearance captures everyone’s attention. Its 
large white body, black wing feathers, enormous orange bill, and 8-9 foot wingspan are 
impressive. The bill’s lower mandible has a deep pouch that enables the bird to swallow 
whole fish and amphibians. During the breeding season, the bill’s upper mandible has a 
vertical plate, or horn, that measures up to 2.5 inches in height and the crown and nape of 
the neck have long white plumes. Midway through incubation the bill’s horn is shed and 
the white feather plumes are replaced by darker feathers. This gives a mottled gray-black 
appearance to the pelican’s crown that varies among individual birds. Later in the season, 
the crown feathers are replaced again by white feathers. This large, gangly bird appears 
most majestic in flight. Flocks of pelicans can be seen spiraling slowly upwards and 
then leveling off and gliding gracefully across the prairie marshes on the warm summer 
thermals. In his book, The Birds of Minnesota, T.S. Roberts wrote:

State/Province % of Global 
Population

North Dakota 22

Minnesota 18

Oregon 13

Utah 12

18 other states 
and provinces 35

Pelicans capture food by scooping and 
straining up to 5 gallons of water in 
their throat pouches.
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AMERICAN WHITE PELICAN
Pelecanus erythrorhynchos
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On land the Pelican is an awkward and somewhat grotesque appearing bird; on the water 
it floats in a stately, dignified manner with the great bill and pouch held closely against the 
neck and breast; and on the wing it can be one of the most accomplished of aeronauts.

Habitat: The American White Pelican is a colonial nester. Occasionally it nests in colonies 
as small as 5-10 nesting pairs, but colonies with hundreds to several thousand nesting pairs 
are more typical. Sites selected for nesting are usually islands with substrates that range 
from sand to gravel. Some birds nest on isolated islands on very large lakes such as Lake of 
the Woods; others on shallow prairie lakes like Marsh Lake. The site may be totally bare 
of vegetation or covered with scattered grasses and/or forbs. Pelicans usually forage some 
distance away from the nesting colony, travelling up to 60 miles to find food.

Threats/Status: Formerly abundant throughout Minnesota, American White Pelicans 
disappeared from the state in 1879, largely from human disturbance and persecution. 
Absent for nearly 90 years, they returned in 1968 when a small colony was established on 
Marsh Lake. Since then they have steadily increased to the current population of 16,000 
breeding pairs in 17 colonies. Although the status and size of individual colonies varies 
each year, the state population has remained stable in recent years.

Colonial nesting species like white pelicans are quite vulnerable due to the population’s 
concentration into small breeding areas. Any disturbance, from recreational boaters to 
predators, can affect the entire colony. High water caused by storms and winds also can 
threaten nesting colonies located on islands with little elevation above the surrounding 
water. More recently, as the Minnesota population has increased, so have concerns of lake-
shore residents and anglers that pelicans are negatively impacting local fish populations. A 
Minnesota man was sentenced for destroying nearly 2,500 pelican chicks and eggs in 2011. 
Because the birds winter on the Gulf Coast, oil spills like the 2010 British Petroleum spill 
also pose potential risks.

Conservation: Protection of Minnesota’s nesting colonies is a high priority. Equally 
important is the need to work with our conservation partners to promote the pelican’s 
ecological role as a predator of salamanders, crayfish, tadpoles, and a variety of small fish.

Did You Know? Unlike its coastal cousin the Brown Pelican that dives for fish, the 
American White Pelican scoops up food with its head just below the water’s surface. It 
often feeds in shallow waters, far from its nest site. While feeding, these birds may work 
cooperatively, circling together to concentrate fish. 

Breeding

Year-round���

Nonbreeding

American White Pelican habitat 
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American White Pelican Range

American White Pelicans breed in these  
Important Bird Areas

This day-old chick has a much higher 
chance of survival than its unhatched 
sibling. Less than 10% of the second-
hatched pelican chicks usually survive.
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Minnesota supports 
approximately 10% of the 
global population of the 
American Woodcock – a 
unique looking, forest-
inhabiting shorebird – and 
6% of its breeding range.

Current Distribution: The American Woodcock occurs in the eastern United States and 
southeastern Canada. In the northern half of its range the species is migratory; in the 
southern half it can be found throughout the year although it is unclear whether the birds 
are resident year-round or if the region’s summer breeders migrate south and are simply 
replaced by the northern breeders migrating south.  

In Minnesota, the woodcock is most abundant in the northern and central forested 
regions but is also found further south in the southeastern forests and in the west central 
agricultural counties, particularly along the Minnesota River Valley. Minnesota’s birds are 
short-distance migrants, likely following the Mississippi Flyway south to the Gulf Coast.

Description: Broad lateral stripes across the crown, a long bill, and large eyes located 
far back on the head are some of the distinguishing features of this mottled brown forest 
inhabitant. Slightly larger than a robin, the woodcock is a chunky bird with a big head; its 
brown and black plumage provides an effective camouflage against its forest floor habitat.  
One species it might be confused with is the Wilson’s Snipe which is more slender, has a 
white belly in contrast to the woodcock’s buffy belly, and has crown stripes that go from 
the front to the back of the head.

Although the American Woodcock is inconspicuous most of the year, during a few weeks 
each spring the male’s courtship performance proudly announces its presence to all. Active 
at sunset and in the twilight hours of the morning, the male performs while the female is 
well-hidden nearby. He selects an open area where he is visible while strutting with his 
tail erect and his bill pointing downward, emitting a sound that is best described as peent. 
The behavior that follows the singing, or peenting, has been eloquently described by Aldo 
Leopold, in A Sand County Almanac as the Sky Dance:

Suddenly the peenting ceases and the bird flutters skyward in a series of wide spirals, 
emitting a musical twitter. Up and up he goes, the spirals steeper and smaller, the twittering 
louder and louder, until the performer is only a speck in the sky. Then, without warning, 
he tumbles like a crippled plane, giving voice in a soft liquid warble that a March bluebird 
might envy. At a few feet from the ground he levels off and returns to his peenting ground, 
usually to the exact spot where the performance began, and there resumes his peenting.

While many naturalists thought that the twitter heard when the woodcock spirals upwards 
was vocal, it is actually the sound of air passing over the bird’s outer primary wing feathers.

State/Province % of Global 
Population

Ontario 24

Michigan 18

Minnesota 10

Quebec 9

Wisconsin 7

20 other states 
and provinces 32

AMERICAN WOODCOCK
Scolopax minor
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The Wilson’s Snipe, while similar to the 
American Woodcock, is more slender 
and has crown stripes that go from the 
front to the back of the head.
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Habitat:  For those skilled in Latin, the woodcock’s scientific name, Scolopax minor, 
provides a clue to its haunts: “little lover of the swamps or bogs.” American Woodcock, 
however, actually require a mosaic of different habitats. Open areas are needed for the 
male’s courtship performance; pastures, trails and clearcuts are all used. Young forests, 
located near the clearings, are used for nesting and brood rearing. Feeding occurs in areas 
that provide a dense midstory. Alder lowlands or young aspen stands found on rich soils 
that support a healthy population of their primary food item, earthworms, are preferred. 
Finally, large fields are used for night roosting.

Threats/Status: When T.S. Roberts published The Birds of Minnesota in 1932, woodcock 
were most abundant in the state’s southeastern deciduous forests. However, as clearing 
and farming spread northward, so did the woodcock. Today, the bird is far more common 
in the northern region. This expansion northward into the boreal hardwood forests 
happened throughout the species’ North American range, as did its retreat from the 
southern forests that were cleared for agriculture and development.

As a popular game bird, the woodcock’s declining population has spawned numerous 
conservation initiatives. Spring surveys to count the number of peenting males began in 
the late 1960s as a tool for tracking populations. These surveys suggest that the North 
American population has been declining slowly while the Minnesota population has 
remained stable. But the number of peenting males actually detected is low, raising 
concern about the survey’s reliability as a population index. Population models based 
on available woodcock habitat lead to a different conclusion and suggest that woodcock 
numbers are declining everywhere, including in Minnesota. The principal cause of the 
decline is the loss of young forests, as abandoned farmland succeeds to mature forest cover. 
A national conservation plan completed for the species in 2008 established an overall goal 
to restore population densities to those observed in the 1970s.  

Conservation: Protection of existing young forest habitat and creation of additional acres 
is considered the most effective management tool.

Did You Know? The woodcock searches for earthworms with a flexible tip to its bill 
that may help it feel worms below the surface. By rocking its body back and forth and 
stepping hard on the ground with its foot, worms move beneath the surface and become 
more detectable. Its unusual appearance has earned the woodcock a variety of folk names 
including timberdoodle, bogsucker and big-eye. 

Breeding

Year-round���

Nonbreeding

?

American Woodcock habitat  

American Woodcock Range

American Woodcocks breed in 
these Important Bird Areas
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Minnesota includes 8% 
of the Baltimore Oriole’s 
breeding range and 5% 
of this popular backyard 
bird’s global population.

State/Province % of Global 
Population

Kansas 11

Alberta 10

Saskatchewan 8

Nebraska 7

Minnesota 5

Missouri 5

41 other states 
and provinces 54

Current Distribution: The Baltimore Oriole has the broadest distribution of Minnesota’s 
Stewardship Birds, occurring across central and southern Canada and throughout much of 
the eastern half of the United States. 

Given that the oriole’s range includes 47 states and provinces, the fact that Minnesota 
supports 5% of its population and includes 8% of its breeding range is significant. The 
Baltimore Oriole can be found throughout Minnesota, wherever there is suitable habitat.  
It is least common in the extensive northern forest region. A Neotropical migrant, it 
winters along the coastal slopes of central Mexico, through Central America and the South 
American countries of Venezuela and Columbia, and in portions of the West Indies.  
Although the majority of birds winter south of the United States, some can be found in 
southern Florida and in scattered locations along the Atlantic and Pacific coastal states.

Description: A little smaller than a robin, few Minnesota birds this size have such brilliant 
plumage. The male’s bright orange chest and belly, contrasting with its black head, throat 
and wings, give the Baltimore Oriole the appearance of a tropical species. The wings also 
display some orange as well as two white wing patches. The oriole was originally called the 
“Baltimore Bird” because its black and orange feathers were the same colors of the family 
crest of Lord Baltimore, the British landlord of the Maryland colony.

The female’s head is more mottled and the orange feathers in the chest and belly are much 
duller than the male’s, though the color intensifies with age. First year males appear similar 
to the females; they don’t acquire their full breeding plumage until the fall of their second 
season.  

Although it might be hard to confuse the Baltimore Oriole with other species, the Orchard 
Oriole is similar in appearance and widely distributed in southern and western Minnesota.  
The primary difference is the male Baltimore Oriole’s bright orange feathers are replaced 
with deep chestnut-colored feathers in the chest, belly, and lower back of the male Orchard 
Oriole. 

One might expect a complex melodious song from such a stunning bird but that is not the 
case. Delivered while perched high in the canopy, the oriole’s song is a series of clear, loud 
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A little smaller than the Baltimore 
Oriole, the male Orchard Oriole has 
chestnut-colored feathers on the 
chest, belly and lower back.

BALTIMORE ORIOLE
Icterus galbula
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Breeding

Wintering

?

?

notes sung singly or in groups of two and separated by small pauses. Despite its simplicity, 
each male’s song sounds unique. Females also sing a short phrase of 2-3 whistled notes.

Habitat: The Baltimore Oriole is found in a variety of habitats, but prefers the edges of 
woodlands or open areas with scattered large trees, usually deciduous. Riparian areas 
along lakes and streams, as well as urban parks and orchards are all among the species’ 
haunts. Extensive forest areas, however, are avoided. As a result, it has adapted to urban 
habitats and its frequent appearance at backyard bird feeders delights homeowners. Like 
other orioles, the female constructs a woven nest chamber with a small opening on the top 
that hangs from a tree branch. She uses her beak to weave thousands of stitches that hold 
the structure together. Natural fibers, such as grasses, horse hair and vines are used as well 
as miscellaneous refuse, such as fishing line and string.

Threats/Status: Because it is so well-adapted to urban environments, the Baltimore 
Oriole has fared reasonably well on its breeding grounds. In Minnesota, its population 
has declined 0.4% per year since 1966; at the national level it has declined 1.2% per year. 
Although the cumulative loss has been substantial, it is still significantly less than that 
observed for many other songbirds. There is more concern about the oriole’s winter 
habitat. It is one of many species that has traditionally used trees within shade-grown 
coffee plantations. But as these sites are cleared and converted to sun-grown coffee in 
Central America, there is increasing concern that the loss of winter habitat is negatively 
impacting the oriole.

Conservation: Preservation of large hardwood trees in urban environments is important. 
More important may be the protection of suitable habitat on the species’ winter range. 
This bird can be positively impacted by using native plantings and reducing pesticide use 
in backyards, parks, and corporate campuses.

Did You Know? Unlike other fruit-eating birds, the Baltimore Oriole prefers ripe, dark 
colored fruit. They feed using a practice called “gaping” where they stab the fruit with 
their thin bill, then open their mouth slicing the fruit and releasing its juicy contents. 

Baltimore Oriole Range

Baltimore Orioles breed in these 
Important Bird Areas

Baltimore Oriole habitat 
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Current Distribution: This secretive denizen of Minnesota’s shrublands and woodlands 
often goes unnoticed by casual birders. Nevertheless, the state provides habitat for nearly 
10% of the Black-billed Cuckoo’s global population and encompasses 10% of its entire 
breeding range. Statewide in distribution, the species has been documented nesting in all 
four corners of the state, from Lake County in the northeast, to Kittson County in the far 
northwest, to Rock County in the extreme southwest to Winona County in the southeast, 
and in many points in between. A Neotropical migrant, its winter distribution in South 
America is poorly documented. 

Description: One more often hears the Black-billed Cuckoo than sees it. Its soft, repetitive 
cu-cu-cu call has what many refer to as a ventriloquist quality, making it difficult to locate. 
Usually hidden in dense thicket vegetation of lowland shrubs, it can be a challenge to see 
its namesake feature, the black bill. If you are lucky enough to catch even a quick glimpse 
of the bird, the red eye ring, long tail, and small white spots on the tips of the tail feathers 
are diagnostic. Males and females are identical and both have a grayish brown plumage on 
the back and wings and light undersides from the throat down through the belly.

The biggest challenge in identifying Black-billed Cuckoos is that their song and appear-
ance can be easily confused with their close relative, the Yellow-billed Cuckoo. Although 
it is broadly distributed throughout the state, the latter species is more common in the east-
ern deciduous region and less common in the northeast forests and western grasslands. In 
areas where the two species co-occur, distinguishing physical features of the Yellow-billed 
Cuckoo include its yellow-bill, rusty patches on the outer wing feathers and the much 
larger white patches on the tips of the tail feathers. Its cu-cu call is described as harsh and 
deeper in tone than that of the Black-billed Cuckoo. Only the first syllable of the call may 
be audible (cu-cu), and it often ends with a strong kowlp-kowlp-kowlp-kowlp sound. 

Habitat: The Black-billed Cuckoo occurs in a wide range of habitats but is most 
commonly found in forest edges and shrub thickets. Nesting territories are often associated 
with water, such as in the thick vegetation of alder-willow wetlands or in shrubs and 
small trees alongside a stream or lake. Upland forest edges or openings are also used. The 

State/Province % of Global 
Population

Manitoba 20

Ontario 14

Saskatchewan 10

Minnesota 10

North Dakota 8

Wisconsin 5

Michigan 5

32 other states 
and provinces 28
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BLACK-BILLED CUCKOO
Coccyzus erythropthalmus

Its secretive nature belies 
the fact that Minnesota 
supports nearly 10% of 
the Black-billed Cuckoo’s 
breeding range and global 
population.

The Yellow-billed Cuckoo’s song and 
appearance are quite similar to its 
close relative, the Black-billed Cuckoo. 
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cuckoo’s nest is a loosely constructed platform of twigs that is located about 3-6 feet above 
the ground in a shrub or small tree. In areas where their ranges overlap, Black-billed 
Cuckoos and Yellow-billed Cuckoos can occur in the same habitat.  

Threats/Status: Although it remains broadly distributed throughout the north central 
and northeastern regions of North America, the Black-billed Cuckoo has declined 
throughout its range. A predator of large insects, such as caterpillars and cicadas, the 
species’ population responds positively to large outbreaks of these food items. When 
insect irruptions occur, the birds frequently move in and saturate the local region. Their 
preference for such forest pests as gypsy moths and tent caterpillars make them a favorite 
among forest managers and cabin owners. 

In the late 1880s cuckoos were observed to move in large flocks among woodlots and 
shrublands until all the prey items had been consumed. In contrast, today it is challenging 
to catch a glimpse of even a few birds in areas with recent insect outbreaks. Local 
irruptions of Black-billed Cuckoo populations, however, also may occur at times when 
there are no insect outbreaks, so the connection between populations and local food 
abundance is complicated.

Throughout North America, the Black-billed Cuckoo has shown a significant population 
decline of 2.9% per year since 1966. In Minnesota the decline has been similar with a more 
recent downturn of 6.9% per year from 2000-2010. The Minnesota population trend graph 
illustrates the cyclic nature of the species population. Since monitoring began in the late 
1960s it appears that there may be population cycles every eight to nine years.

The Black-billed Cuckoo’s reliance on insects that often result in significant forest damage 
may be responsible for some of its decline. Large tracts of forest are often treated with 
chemicals to reduce insect damage. The bird may be very susceptible to the accumulated 
residues of these insecticide applications.  

Conservation: The Black-billed Cuckoo has not been the focus of any targeted conserva-
tion actions. Maintenance of its preferred shrub habitat, particularly in uplands, is critical.

Did You Know? When there is an abundance of food, female Black-billed Cuckoos may 
produce more eggs than their nest can accommodate. The surplus eggs are deposited in 
the nest of other species, including Yellow-billed Cuckoos, American Robins, and Gray 
Catbirds. This behavior is even more common in Yellow-billed Cuckoos. 

Breeding
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Current Distribution: Statewide in distribution, Bobolinks can be found during the 
summer breeding season wherever appropriate grassland habitat occurs. They reach their 
highest abundance, however, in the grasslands and native prairies of Minnesota’s Red River 
Valley. An extraordinary Neotropical migrant, Bobolinks travel over 6,000 miles to spend 
their winter in the South American grassland region known as the pampas, which includes 
portions of Bolivia, Brazil, Paraguay and Argentina.

Description: Smaller than a robin, the plumage of the male Bobolink has an upside down 
appearance. Unlike most species that have light undersides and darker backs, this pattern 
is reversed in the male Bobolink. Described as wearing a tuxedo backwards, bright, light-
colored feathers decorate the male’s back, including cream-colored feathers on the back 
of the head, and white feathers on the rump and shoulder, while jet black feathers can be 
found from the front of the head all the way down through the belly. The female, however, 
who needs to remain cryptic among the brown grasses while she incubates, has a light 
cream throat and belly, wings and back streaked with black, and cream and black-colored 
stripes on the head.

Although it is impossible to describe with simple mnemonics, the male Bobolink’s 
twinkling song is unmistakable. Given in flight or while perched on a tall grassland 
forb, many writers have waxed poetically about the melody. Arthur Bent, author of Life 
Histories of North American Birds, described the song best when he wrote that it is a 
bubbling delirium of ecstatic music. Thoreau wrote Methinks they are the most liquidly sweet 
and melodious sounds I have ever heard.

Habitat: The Bobolink is a species of open landscapes including native prairies, old fields 
and sedge meadows. Typical habitat features include a high percentage of grass or sedge 
cover, moderate forb cover, little to no woody vegetation, and a moderate litter layer. They 
occasionally nest in cropland but areas with high grass cover are preferred. The birds 
demonstrate some sensitivity to the size of the grassland, requiring tracts that are at least 
25-75 acres.

Threats/Status: Like all species dependent on grasslands, the major threat to Bobolinks 
is the loss of habitat. More than one hundred years ago it was the large-scale conversion 
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State/Province % of Global 
Population

Ontario 20

North Dakota 14

Minnesota 13

Quebec 10

South Dakota 5

39 other states 
and provinces 38

Distributed widely 
throughout the state, 
Minnesota supports 
approximately 13% of 
the Bobolink’s global 
population and nearly 9% 
of its breeding range.
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The female Bobolink builds the nest 
in an open field. She constructs an 
exterior wall of grasses and forbs 
around an area she has cleared on 
the ground. Then she lines it with soft 
grasses.

BOBOLINK
Dolichonyx oryzivorus
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of native grasslands to row crop agriculture that caused the species decline. Although the 
species has adapted to using old hayfields and other surrogate grasslands, the increasing 
intensity of agricultural practices, coupled with farmers’ waning interest in conservation 
programs that pay less than the current high prices for corn and soybeans, continue to 
threaten the species status. Because Bobolinks often nest in hayfields, mowing during the 
breeding season is another hazard.

Since the mid-1960s, when monitoring population trends for all songbirds began, 
the Bobolink has declined an average of 1.6% per year (1966-2010) in Minnesota, or 
approximately 50% over the entire 44 year period. From 2000-2010 it has fared a bit 
better with an average annual decline of 0.9%. This recent trend may reflect the success 
of various agricultural conservation programs. In Minnesota alone, the Conservation 
Reserve Program (CRP), which began in 1996 and provides annual payments to farmers 
for restoring and protecting environmentally sensitive agricultural land, has resulted 
in the retirement of approximately 1.7 million acres. These CRP acres have provided 
suitable habitat for nesting Bobolinks throughout western and southern Minnesota. The 
preservation of these acres is in jeopardy today, however, due to high land prices and high 
commodity prices. The loss of CRP acres is considered the biggest threat to grassland 
bird conservation throughout the Midwest and Great Plains. In 2012, the predicted loss of 
nearly one-fifth of the land now set aside in Minnesota through the Conservation Reserve 
Program (nearly 300,000 acres) will result in a significant loss of habitat. 

In addition to the concern for their grassland habitat, Bobolinks are also susceptible to 
parasitism by Brown-headed Cowbirds. 

Conservation: The key to protecting habitat for Bobolinks is to conserve large patches of 
grassland habitat and to actively manage it to prevent succession to woody vegetation.

Did You Know? With one of the longest migration routes of any songbird, scientists 
estimated that one female bobolink, captured at age nine, flew the equivalent of 4.5 trips 
around the equator during its lifetime of annual migrations. During the breeding season, 
some males may breed and maintain territories that include two or more females. 

Breeding

Year-round���

Wintering

Bobolink habitat 
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Current Distribution: An inhabitant of young forests, the Chestnut-sided Warbler is large-
ly restricted to the northeastern United States and southeastern Canada. Nearly 75% of its 
population occurs in Canada. Small, disjunct populations occur in several areas including 
the Ozark Plateau of Missouri and Arkansas, eastern Iowa, and north central Colorado. 

Minnesota supports 6% of the warbler’s global breeding population and breeding range. 
It occurs in the northern forest region from Chisago county west to Morrison county and 
north to the Canadian border. There are occasional reports south and west of this area 
including in southeastern Minnesota and west along the Minnesota River Valley. During 
the winter this Neotropical migrant is found in Central America, from southeastern 
Mexico through Panama. 

Description: As its name reveals, the most distinguishing feature of this wood warbler is 
the rich chestnut-colored feathers on both sides of the white belly. The bird’s bright yellow 
cap coupled with a black line through the eye and down both sides of the throat, below the 
bill, make the Chestnut-sided Warbler difficult to confuse with any other warbler species. 
The adult female shares these features, albeit with a little duller cap and shorter chestnut 
streaks. During the fall the warbler’s distinct plumage disappears and fades into yellow-
green above and white below. Its light wing bars become one of its most defining features.

Although the Chestnut-sided Warbler’s breeding plumage is unmistakable, its song 
repertoire can be challenging. The primary song sounds like please  . . please . . pleased to 
meet cha, with a strong accent on the “meet” syllable. This song is heard more commonly 
when males have returned in the spring and begin to establish territories. But they also 
have an alternate song without an accented ending. The latter can be easily confused with 
songs of the Magnolia Warbler, American Redstart or, with the Yellow Warbler’s sweet . 
. sweet . . sweeter than sweet song. This unaccented song is often heard later in the season, 
once nesting has begun. Unfortunately, many variations of both songs exist adding to the 
challenge of identifying Chestnut-sided Warblers in the field by song alone.  

Habitat: The Chestnut-sided Warbler is strongly associated with young successional forests 
that follow disturbances such as forest fires, blow-downs or timber harvesting. All these 
events remove the older tree canopy which is replaced in time by a young forest with a 
dense shrub layer and small trees that range in height from approximately 5-15 feet, before 
it succeeds further into an older forest. The warbler is most abundant in young deciduous 

The Chestnut-sided 
Warbler reaches its highest 
abundance in the United 
States in Minnesota, which 
supports 6% of its global 
breeding population and 
6% of its breeding range.

State/Province % of Global 
Population

Ontario 35

Quebec 22

Manitoba 9

Saskatchewan 8

Minnesota 6

Wisconsin 5

27 other states 
and provinces 15

CHESTNUT-SIDED WARBLER
Setophaga pensylvanica
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The Yellow Warbler’s song is similar 
to one song of the Chestnut-sided 
Warbler, making identification of the 
warblers in the field by song alone a 
challenge. 
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forests but can also be found in young mixed deciduous-coniferous stands and coniferous 
stands. Its open cup nest is usually constructed just a few feet above ground in the fork of 
a tree or shrub branch. Chestnut-sided Warblers specialize in feeding on insects found on 
the underside of leaves.

Threats/Status: Changes to the North American landscape, as settlement spread 
westward, frequently resulted in negative impacts to the continent’s breeding birds. 
The Chestnut-sided Warbler, however, is an exception. As older forests were cleared for 
timber, younger forests took their place, creating ideal habitat for this species. Arthur 
Bent, in Life Histories of North American Birds, wrote: 

The beautiful little, chestnut-sided warbler is one of the species that has benefited, 
flourished, and increased with the spread of civilization. It seems strange that such a 
common, well-marked, and familiar species, as we now know it to be over so much of 
northeastern North America, should have been largely unknown by the early writers on 
American birds.

Indeed, John James Audubon is reported to have only seen the bird once in his lifetime.  

In Minnesota, the Chestnut-sided Warbler once occurred throughout the state but was 
most numerous in the southeastern hardwood forests. Then, as the northern old-growth 
forests of pine, spruce, fir and hardwoods were cleared, there was left behind a landscape 
of young, suitable habitat for the species. Over time, the warbler largely disappeared from 
the southern region of the state as agriculture and urban growth replaced the forests.

Loss of habitat is the primary threat to this species. Throughout its range it has exhibited 
an annual population decline of 1.4%. In the eastern states, the succession of shrubby, over-
grown agricultural fields to mature forests is a likely cause. In Minnesota, the Chestnut-
sided Warbler population has declined less than 1% per year since 1966.

Conservation: Because of its dependence on young, successional forests, the Chestnut-
sided Warbler benefits from sustainable timber harvesting activities.  

Did You Know? Each winter, a Chestnut-sided Warbler will return to its wintering 
grounds in Central America to join the same flock of tropical warblers that it had been 
with the previous year. 
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Current Distribution: During summer, Golden-winged Warblers can be found 
throughout much of northern Minnesota, but they reach their highest abundance in all of 
North America in a small region centered in Mille Lacs and Aitken counties. Weighing 
approximately one-third of an ounce (9 grams), this Neotropical migrant travels at least 
2,000 miles to its winter home in southern Central America and northern South America 
each fall.

Description: The name ‘Golden-winged Warbler’ aptly describes one of the male’s most 
prominent features – bright yellow wing patches. Coupled with a bright yellow crown, a 
black eye mask and black throat, this little gray warbler is a welcome sight in any forest. 
The female has many of the same plumage traits as the male except that the eye mask and 
throat patch are gray rather than black. The males’ primary song is unmistakable: one 
buzzy note followed by 3-5 lower pitched buzzy notes: zee bee bee bee. 

Habitat: The Golden-winged Warbler inhabits shrub wetlands and young successional 
habitats with dense ground cover. The most important habitat features are patches of 
ground vegetation, shrubs and scattered trees. Such features are often characteristic of 
young aspen forests, brushy clearcuts, shrubby lowlands and overgrown farmlands. In 
Minnesota, most birds have been observed in alder-willow wetlands and young aspen 
forests; indeed, territories often are located at the very edge of these two habitats. Recent 
field studies in Minnesota demonstrate that both the adults and young also use much older 
forests that border the young shrubby habitats. Nests are usually placed amongst dense 
herbaceous vegetation on the ground or in supporting woody vegetation just above the 
ground.

Threats/Status: The Golden-winged Warbler’s distribution in Minnesota has changed 
considerably in the past century. In 1932, Minnesota ornithologist T. S. Roberts 
reminisced about the times when he first encountered breeding birds in what is now south 
Minneapolis:

The dainty little Golden-winged Warbler has always had for the writer some such 
charm… Perhaps this is due…to the treasured memories of many beautiful days spent long 
ago within the sound of the Falls of Minnehaha, about the shores of the sylvan lakes of 

The Golden-winged 
Warbler is Minnesota’s 
premiere Stewardship 
Bird. Our state’s northern 
forest region encompasses 
only 12% of the species 
entire breeding range 
but 42% of its global 
population!

State/Province % of Global 
Population

Minnesota 42

Wisconsin 22

Ontario 18

Michigan 5

West Virginia 4

13 other states 
and provinces 9
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GOLDEN-WINGED WARBLER
Vermivora chrysoptera
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Blue-winged Warblers displace 
Golden-winged Warblers in upland 
shrub habitat where Blue-wings 
do best. Matings between the 
two species produce fertile hybrid 
offspring. Hybridization is considered 
one of the most significant threats to 
the Golden-winged Warbler. 
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Hennepin County, and in the byways of the “Big Woods” to the west and northwest…for it 
was then and there that the acquaintance of the Golden-wing was first made.

Unfortunately, the days of hearing Golden-winged Warblers in the metropolitan region 
are long past. The loss of habitat in this area likely coincided with the species movement 
further north as older forests were cleared for timber, agriculture and development, 
replaced by the young forest habitat that the species utilizes. Today, Golden-winged 
Warblers only occur north of the metropolitan area, in the forest region of east-central, 
northeast and north-central Minnesota. Current forest conditions in this region provide 
abundant habitat for the bird. In addition to their high abundance in east central 
Minnesota, Tamarac NWR IBA, located in Becker County, has an estimated 2,000 pairs.

Even in the past 30 years it seems that this warbler’s range has continued to retreat 
northward, due in part to the expanding range of its competitor, the Blue-winged 
Warbler. A very rare summer resident in southeastern Minnesota in the days of T.S. 
Roberts, this small wood warbler has gradually moved northward along the Mississippi 
River and its tributaries. It displaces the Golden-winged Warbler in upland shrub habitats 
where Blue-wings do best. Not only does the Blue-wing displace the Golden-wing, but 
matings between the two species produce fertile hybrid offspring. Today, hybridization is 
considered one of the most significant threats to the Golden-winged Warbler.  

Range-wide, the status of the Golden-winged Warbler is a concern among biologists. Its 
population has declined an average of 2.6% per year from 1966 through 2010. This decline 
is most notable in the eastern populations, such as New York (5.1% decline per year), 
Pennsylvania (6.7% decline per year) and the Appalachian Mountains (8.4% decline per 
year). Loss of young forest habitat is considered a major threat in this eastern region. By 
contrast, in Minnesota the Golden-winged Warbler population has remained fairly stable 
with a slight increase of 0.5% per year during the same time period.

Conservation: Conservation actions for this species focus primarily on maintaining 
suitable young forest habitat and ensuring the protection of wet lowland shrub habitat.

Did You Know? When this warbler hybridizes with the Blue-winged Warbler, the off-
spring will not sing a hybrid version of their parents’ song, but instead will sing a pure 
version of one species song and in some instances will sing both versions. 
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Current Distribution: Like many forest-dependent wood warblers, the heart of the 
Nashville Warbler’s breeding range lies in southeastern Canada and the northeastern 
United States. Nearly 80% of its global population occurs in eastern Canada, from 
Saskatchewan to Nova Scotia.  

Minnesota supports both 5% of the species global breeding population and 5% of its 
breeding range; northeastern Minnesota also has the highest density of Nashville Warblers 
in the United States. This eastern North American population was originally described 
from a specimen found near Nashville, Tennessee in 1811. 

Further west, approximately 8% of the population is found in a disjunct region that 
stretches from southern British Columbia and southwestern Alberta south into western 
Montana, northern Idaho and south along the Cascade mountain range in Washington 
and Oregon to northern California. Originally considered a separate species known as 
the Calaveras Warbler, further taxonomic work identified the birds as a subspecies of the 
Nashville Warbler. 

The Nashville Warbler spends its winters along the Pacific coast of California and the Gulf 
Coast of Texas, south into central and southern Mexico. To the north it may occasionally 
be found in other southwestern states such as New Mexico and Arizona; to the south it also 
may be found in Belize and Guatemala.

Description:  Unlike many other wood warblers that are dressed each breeding season in 
a dashing palette of plumage colors, the Nashville Warbler looks a little under-dressed for 
the occasion. The male’s breeding plumage consists of a gray head, a yellow throat, chest 
and belly, and an olive-green back and wings. A prominent white eye ring is one of the 
most important field characteristics. A small rufous patch on the head is rarely visible. The 
female is similar though duller in coloration as are birds in fall and winter plumage. The 
only warbler the Nashville Warbler might be confused with is the Connecticut Warbler; 
the latter differs by having a gray hood on its head that covers the throat and upper chest.

The Nashville Warbler’s song consists of two parts. The first, which is higher in pitch, is a 
series of slow, two note phrases followed by a series of rapid notes that are almost always 
lower in pitch. Aretas Saunders, in Arthur Bent’s Life Histories of North American Birds, 
describes the song as sounding like pa tipa tipa tipa tipa tititititititi. Unlike many thin, wispy 
warbler songs, that of the Nashville Warbler is loud and strong.

The Nashville Warbler 
reaches its highest 
abundance in the United 
States in Minnesota, 
which supports 5% of its 
breeding population and 
5% of its breeding range.

State/Province % of Global 
Population

Quebec 28

Ontario 22

Manitoba 18

Saskatchewan 11

Minnesota 5

California 3

22 other states 
and provinces 13

NASHVILLE WARBLER
Oreothlypis ruficapilla
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The Ovenbird is the most frequently 
encountered warbler in Minnesota’s 
northern forest landscape. The 
Nashville Warbler comes in at a close 
second. 
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Habitat: Considered a forest generalist, the Nashville Warbler is common in a wide 
variety of forest habitats from lowland spruce and tamarack bogs to upland mixed 
deciduous-coniferous forests. Data from northern Minnesota suggests that it nests 
in higher densities in conifer-dominated forests than in deciduous forests. It is also 
less common in very young stands and very old stands, preferring forests that are 
approximately 15-40 years in age. Specific habitat requirements for this ground-nesting 
species appear to be a well-developed shrub layer and dense ground vegetation.

Threats/Status: Because it is dependent on mid-successional forests that follow 
disturbances such as fire, wind or harvesting, as well as lowland conifers found on 
peatland soils, the Nashville Warbler’s population has fared well in Minnesota. Although 
the species wasn’t as rare as the Chestnut-sided Warbler during the early 1800s when 
many of the early naturalists such as John James Audubon and Alexander Wilson were 
studying birds, it was still encountered infrequently. As forests were cleared it became a 
much more common bird. Today it is one of the most frequently encountered warblers in 
Minnesota’s northern forest landscape, second only to the Ovenbird. 

The Nashville Warbler was an occasional resident in southeastern Minnesota in the early 
1900s but its breeding range has since contracted northward. Beginning in 1966, when 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service began monitoring songbird populations, the species’ 
population has remained relatively stable throughout North America and Minnesota. In 
addition to overall habitat loss, as a ground nester one of the major threats to the Nashville 
Warbler is predation, particularly along forest edges where the number of nest predators is 
often high. In Minnesota it is also one of the most common species killed during migration 
from collisions with buildings.

Conservation: The Nashville Warbler benefits from sustainable timber harvesting 
activities that provide a continuous supply of mid-successional forests. 

Did You Know? The Nashville Warbler nests on the ground under small trees or bushes 
and is known to use porcupine quills in the construction of its nest.
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Minnesota includes 10% 
of the Rose-breasted 
Grosbeak’s breeding range 
and supports 6% of its 
global population.

Current Distribution: The Rose-breasted Grosbeak is distributed across Canada, the 
northeastern United States and the Great Lakes Region. Although it occurs throughout 
Minnesota, from the dense northeastern forests to the scattered woodlots of the western 
and southern agricultural regions, it is more common in the central and southeastern 
forests. A Neotropical migrant, the Rose-breasted Grosbeak travels south to the coastal 
slopes of Mexico through Central America and to South America, from Venezuela south to 
Peru. Occasionally it may winter in the West Indies.

Description:  Slightly smaller than a robin, the male Rose-breasted Grosbeak is a stunning 
sight in the green foliage of the forest canopy. Its thick, white beak, built for cracking 
seeds, is in sharp contrast to its black head, throat, upper back and wings. The lower back 
and rump are white, mixed with some black, and there are several patches of white in the 
wings that are noticeable in flight. The tail is largely black with some white at the base of 
the outer feathers. A rose-red breast is striking against the black throat and white belly. If 
one only catches a glimpse of the male grosbeak in flight, a black bird with many patches 
of white is the most notable observation. The adult female, however, only shares one of 
these plumage features: the white wing patches. Otherwise she is a mottled olive-brown 
color with distinct white and cream-colored stripes on the head and just above the eye. 

The Rose-breasted Grosbeak is one of the few species where both the male and female 
sing. The song is similar to the robin’s song (cheerily, cheer up, cheer up, cheerily, cheer up) 
but more variable. The distinction is the phrases in the grosbeak’s song are not separated 
with a pause but are nearly continuous and sound very sweet and melodious. To some the 
song sounds like a loud, drunken robin. T. S. Roberts, in his book The Birds of Minnesota 
described it this way:

The song of the male Rose-breasted Grosbeak is a loud, sweet, pure-toned warble…there 
is nothing more beautiful in the way of a warbled song in all our woodlands. It has been 
compared with the finest efforts of the Robin and also with those of the Scarlet Tanager, 
but it is far superior to either. The Robin’s song is shorter and heavier and more broken, the 
Tanager’s weaker and marred by occasional buzzing notes.

Male songbirds, like the Rose-breasted Grosbeak, traditionally sing to defend their 

State/Province % of Global 
Population

Ontario 12

Manitoba 11

Saskatchewan 10

Wisconsin 9

Alberta 8

Minnesota 6

20 other states 
and provinces 44

ROSE-BREASTED GROSBEAK
Pheucticus ludovicianus

The female Rose-breasted Grosbeak 
looks like a large sparrow or Purple 
Finch.
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breeding territories and attract a mate. Unlike many birds, however, the male grosbeak 
also sings while he is sitting on the nest, incubating eggs or brooding hatchlings. The 
female also sings in this position and when she is helping construct the nest or taking over 
parental care duties from the male.

Habitat:  The habitat of the Rose-breasted Grosbeak has been described in so many 
different ways that the bird does not seem to be particularly selective about the type of 
woods that it finds suitable. Deciduous forests of varying ages are the primary habitat, 
with a preference in Minnesota for mesic upland, mid-successional hardwood stands 
approximately 20-40 years old. It tolerates well-developed landscapes as well, often 
occurring in parks and wooded suburban areas. The grosbeak usually constructs its open 
cup nest in the upper tree canopy or in the subcanopy layer comprised of smaller trees and 
shrubs. 

Threats/Status: Although the Rose-breasted Grosbeak’s distribution in Minnesota 
has remained unchanged over the past 100 years, there is some evidence that its range 
has expanded in other areas, such as in northeastern Canada, due to timber harvesting 
and development within the boreal forest. As a habitat generalist, with a widespread 
distribution and a tolerance for human-developed landscapes, the grosbeak is faring better 
than many other songbird species in North America. Nationally, and in Minnesota, its 
population has decreased only slightly since monitoring began in the late 1960s (-0.6% per 
year nationally and -0.5% per year in Minnesota). 

Conservation:  Specific conservation plans have not been prepared for the Rose-breasted 
Grosbeak. Sustainable forest management is the best overall conservation measure. This 
bird can benefit from native plantings and reduced pesticide use in backyards, parks, and 
corporate campuses.

Did You Know? The nest of the Rose-breasted Grosbeak is so flimsy that one often can see 
the eggs when viewing the nest from underneath. The male helps incubate the eggs about 
one-third of the time during the day and as the parents exchange nest-sitting duties, they 
often sing to each other softly. 
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Current Distribution: A tiny brown bird, the Sedge Wren can be easily overlooked.  
But when one learns its distinctive song, it suddenly seems quite abundant throughout the 
state. Minnesota supports nearly one-third of the Sedge Wren’s global population, more 
than any other state or province. Although it can be found in appropriate habitat in every 
Minnesota county, this open meadow species is less common in the heavily forested region 
of northeastern Minnesota. 

Broadly distributed throughout the midwestern United States and south-central Canada, 
almost 95% of its total population is found in just six states and provinces. Seldom seen 
during migration, Sedge Wrens spend the winter season in the southeastern United States 
ranging from the Atlantic Coast west and south to northeastern Mexico.

Description: Like many of its grassland neighbors, the Sedge Wren is a small, brown 
bird. One often doesn’t see it until it is flushed underfoot. Once disturbed, it usually takes 
a very short flight, just above the vegetation, and then disappears quickly, diving down 
into the grasses. It can be identified in flight by the white streaks on its dark back, its short 
round tail, and its light rusty rump. Like most wrens, if you catch a glimpse of it singing, 
its tail is flicked upward. Its song is a dry chatter preceded by three short chips. Males and 
females look identical.  

Perhaps T.S. Roberts best described the little Sedge Wren in 1932 when he wrote:

It is a sprightly, restless little creature, the smallest of our birds except the Hummingbird. 
When forced to take wing, it flies in a labored, fluttering fashion, as though its body were 
too heavy for its wings, and when alighting tumbles into the grass in a hasty, ungraceful 
way as though exhausted by the effort.

Habitat:  Its abundance in Minnesota demonstrates that there are a wide range of habitats 
that the Sedge Wren finds suitable. Found nesting in areas as diverse as the open sedge 
peatlands of north central Minnesota and the mesic grasslands of western and southern 
Minnesota, the most common features are a tall and dense growth of grasses and sedges 
and scattered small shrubs. The habitat is often described as wet, but areas with standing 
water are avoided. In contrast, its close relative the Marsh Wren, is largely restricted to wet 
marshes.

Nests are typically a circular globe with a small entrance on one side. Made of grasses and 
sedges, it is suspended by the surrounding vegetation to which it is attached. Like other 

Minnesota includes 14% 
of the Sedge Wren’s 
breeding range but nearly 
33% of this tiny songster’s 
entire global population –
more than any other state 
or province.

State/Province % of Global 
Population

Minnesota 33

Manitoba 20

South Dakota 12

North Dakota 12

Wisconsin 10

Saskatchewan 8

14 other states 
and provinces 5

SEDGE WREN
Cistothorus platensis
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Another common grassland bird, the 
Vesper Sparrow, is found in meadows, 
pastures, hay and grassfields.
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wren species, the Sedge Wren male usually constructs multiple “dummy” nests which may 
be a strategy to fool likely predators.  

One of the unique features of Sedge Wrens is their apparent nomadic behavior. Nesting 
occurs in the Upper Midwest states and southern Canada in May and early June followed 
by a later nesting season (July to September) further south into Kansas and Missouri 
and east into New England. Whether the same individuals are breeding twice in widely 
separate regions has not yet been documented. However, another clue to this possible 
behavior is the fact that the Sedge Wren’s song sounds exactly the same throughout its 
range. Like people, songbirds display regional dialects. For example, a Song Sparrow 
in the northeastern United States sounds slightly different than a Song Sparrow in the 
Midwest. But the Sedge Wren’s song doesn’t display these regional differences. Such 
nomadic behavior could be an adaptive strategy in response to the species’ dependence on 
wet vegetation. If their northern habitat is either too dry or too wet it is an advantage to 
find other areas for successful nesting before summer’s end.   

Threats/Status: Dependent on wet grassy meadows, the most significant threat to the 
Sedge Wren is the continuing loss of wetlands, particularly those that harbor shallow 
water only in the spring, as these are the most likely to be drained and either cultivated or 
developed. Mowing hayfields during the height of the nesting season also is a major threat, 
resulting in frequent nesting failure for birds in these actively managed habitats.

Despite these concerns, since 1966, when scientists and amateur birders began monitoring 
songbird populations, the Sedge Wren has fared reasonably well. Range-wide it has shown 
a steady but slow population increase of 1.8% per year from 1966-2010 with a slightly 
smaller annual increase during the past ten years of 0.9%. In Minnesota the increase is 
statistically significant and larger. Between 1966 and 2010 the population has increased an 
average of 2.2% per year and 2.8% per year since 2000. Perhaps the species has benefitted 
from Minnesota’s wetland conservation laws, among the strongest in the nation. 

Conservation: The most important conservation efforts for Sedge Wrens are programs 
that protect the wet meadow habitat they depend on. This includes both regulatory 
measures (e.g. the state and federal wetland protection laws and rules) and conservation 
measures designed to protect and restore wetland and grassland habitats.

Did You Know? In an apparent effort to reduce competition, male and female Sedge 
Wrens will destroy the nests of their Sedge Wren neighbors by piercing the eggs with their 
bill. They may do this to the nests of other species nesting nearby as well. 

Breeding

Breeding and winter

Winter

Sedge Wren habitat
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Minnesota supports the 
largest population of 
the majestic Trumpeter 
Swan south of Alaska and 
Canada.

Current Distribution: There are three geographically recognized populations of 
Trumpeter Swans in North America: the Pacific Coast population, the Rocky Mountain 
population and the Interior population. 

The heart of the swan’s Minnesota range is in the central region of the state, with pairs 
gradually expanding northeast, south and west. During the winter, birds that comprise 
the Interior population of Trumpeter Swans move to areas that are ice-free and provide 
sufficient food. In Minnesota, the largest concentration of wintering swans can be found 
on the Mississippi River at Monticello. A smaller number also winter along the Fish Hook 
River in Park Rapids and in other scattered locations.  

Description: All swans are unmistakable in their appearance. Graceful in flight and on the 
water, the adults white plumage, long neck and large size are easy field characteristics. The 
challenge is distinguishing the three different species that occur in Minnesota. During the 
breeding season, all swans seen in Minnesota are Trumpeter Swans. The only exception 
is the occasional Mute Swan. Officially classified as an exotic species in the state, the Mute 
Swan is easily identified by its orange bill with a black knob at its base. Mute swans are not 
migratory so they may be present any time of year.  

Migrating Tundra Swans, on the other hand, can be difficult to distinguish from resident 
Trumpeter Swans during their spring and fall migration through Minnesota. Even skilled 
field ornithologists can be challenged by their identification unless the birds are side-by-
side. The Tundra Swan is smaller and usually displays a small, yellow spot at the base of 
the bill. The bill is also smaller and the upper ridge is a bit concave compared to that of 
the Trumpeter. When viewed from the front, the base of the Trumpeter’s bill is v-shaped 
between the eyes compared to a u-shape on the Tundra. Despite these challenges, the call 
of the Trumpeter Swan is distinct and upon first hearing it, the listener will understand 
why the bird is called a “Trumpeter.” Its deep, rich honking call is horn-like in resonance, 
unlike the higher, raspy call of the Tundra Swan that sounds more similar to a goose.

Habitat: The Trumpeter Swan is primarily an inhabitant of marshes and shallow lakes 
although the shallow bays of large lakes also may be used. Because vegetation is a large 
component of its diet, a rich and diverse community of aquatic plants is critical, including 
pondweeds, water lilies and bulrush. Fish and fish eggs are also consumed along with 

State/Province % of Global 
Population

Alaska 55

Rocky Mountain 
population of 
Yukon, western 
British Columbia, 
Alberta and 
Northwest 
Territories

19

Minnesota and 
western Ontario 
(approximately 12% 
in Minnesota)

13

Pacific Coast 
population 
of Yukon and 
northwest British 
Columbia

3

Wisconsin 2

14 other states 
and provinces 8

TRUMPETER SWAN
Cygnus buccinator
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The large, yellow spot at the base of 
this Tundra Swan’s bill may be barely 
visible or absent in other birds. 
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other small aquatic animals such as mussels and crayfish. The swan’s large size requires an 
area of open water at least 30 feet long to allow a running start for getting airborne. Nests 
are usually close to shore and constructed on muskrat or beaver homes, beaver dams or 
floating mats of vegetation.

Threats/Status: Prior to the mid-1800s, the Trumpeter Swan was a regular breeding 
species in Minnesota’s native prairie and prairie-forest border. Elsewhere, its historical 
range stretched from the Bering Sea, across Canada and south into Missouri, Illinois and 
Indiana. But, as settlement moved westward, this large conspicuous bird was an easy 
target for the settlers’ rifles. By the early 1890s the species was extirpated from the state.

Efforts to reintroduce Trumpeter Swans to Minnesota were begun by the Three Rivers 
Park District in 1966 and later expanded in the early 1980s by federal, state and tribal 
resource agencies, the Trumpeter Swan Society, and the University of Minnesota. 
Similar efforts were also initiated by other states and provinces. Minnesota’s initial goal 
of establishing 15 breeding pairs has now been exceeded by orders of magnitude. A 2010 
continental survey of Trumpeter Swans documented 6,070 adults in Minnesota and 
western Ontario, nearly 5,500 of which were present in Minnesota.

Although a breeding population is well-established in the state, threats remain. Today the 
largest cause of mortality is from lead poisoning caused by ingesting lead shot and lead 
sinkers. Swans swallow these items when they forage for aquatic vegetation rooted in the 
sediments or search for grit to aid their digestion. Ingesting as few as 3-4 lead shot pellets 
can cause death. Lead shot is no longer allowed for waterfowl hunting, but decades of use 
has resulted in the accumulation of pellets on the sediments of popular hunting marshes. 
Lead fishing sinkers are still in common use today. Other threats include collisions with 
power lines, recreational disturbance on nesting lakes and vandalism or illegal shooting.

Conservation: Protection of the swan’s nesting habitat, wetlands and shallow lakes with 
abundant aquatic vegetation, is the most critical conservation effort. Continued education 
about the potential hazards of lead fishing sinkers is also important.

Did You Know? The largest of North America’s waterfowl, weighing up to 28 pounds, the 
Trumpeter Swan’s largest feathers were considered the best for quill pens. The birds pair 
up when they are three to four years old and generally mate for life, many living over 24 
years in the wild. Some males that lose their mates never mate again. 
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During courtship the male and female 
Trumpeter Swans remain close to one 
another.
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Current Distribution: The Veery is strictly a forest species. During the summer breeding 
season its distribution in Minnesota parallels the boundaries of the state’s northern Boreal 
Hardwood Forest and Eastern Deciduous Forest. It generally avoids the agricultural 
region but is occasionally found there along wooded river valleys and in larger woodlands. 
Although it is broadly distributed throughout the state’s forests, the Veery is most common 
in the northern and east central regions of the state. 

Further north, the Veery is abundant in the Canadian Boreal Hardwood Forest where 
nearly 72% of its global population is found in nine Canadian Provinces; 52% in Ontario 
and Quebec alone. Despite its concentration in these two provinces, its breeding range 
stretches from eastern British Columbia east to the Atlantic coast. In the United States it 
can be found in the northern Rockies and then east across the Great Lakes states and New 
England and south along the Appalachian Mountains. This Neotropical migrant spends 
winters in a limited region of South America in southern Brazil.

Description: Several inches smaller than its close relative, the American Robin, the Veery 
has a light rusty-brown color on its back and wing feathers. The throat and upper chest are 
a light yellow-cream color with brown spots or streaks that vary in intensity. The belly is 
white. A pale cream eye ring can sometimes be seen.

In Minnesota’s dense forest region, the Veery is more commonly heard than seen. Variously 
described as nasal, metallic or ethereal in quality, its song can be broken down into phrases 
that sound like where-u, where-u, where-u, where-u, each progressively descending down-
wards. The only bird song that sounds similar is that of the Swainson’s Thrush whose 
gurgling, flute-like phrases spiral up the scale rather than down. The Swainson’s Thrush is 
also found in Minnesota’s forest region but is more restricted to the northern counties.

Habitat: Damp deciduous and mixed deciduous-coniferous forests are the Veery’s 
preferred habitat, including riparian areas bordering wetlands, lakes and rivers. A 
well-developed understory of shrubs and small trees is a common feature of its habitat. 

Outside of Canada, the 
Veery reaches its highest 
abundance in Minnesota 
which supports 6% of its 
global population and 6% 
of its breeding range.

State/Province % of Global 
Population

Ontario 28

Quebec 24

Minnesota 6

Manitoba 6

Saskatchewan 5

British Columbia 5

35 other states 
and provinces 26
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Catharus fuscescens
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The song of the Swainson’s Thrush 
is like the Veery’s but it spirals 
progressively up in pitch rather than 
down.
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Because Veeries nest on or near the ground, usually at the base of a tree or shrub, the thick 
understory may help protect the nest site from predators. Dense understories are more 
often found in mid-successional forests where enough light can filter through the canopy 
to promote the growth of shrubs and small trees. Veeries are usually not found in older 
forests with a closed canopy that prevents light from filtering through, or in younger 
forests where the understory is still developing. Field research in other Midwest states 
suggest that the bird may avoid smaller forests and prefer stands that are at least 200 acres 
in size.

Threats/Status: Although the Veery is a common and widely distributed species 
throughout Minnesota’s forests, it has declined an average of 1% per year since the 
late 1960s. Compared to some birds, this is a relatively small decline yet still represents 
a cumulative loss of 35% over the past 40 years. Causes for the decline are not well 
understood. Factors may include the smaller size of forest stands that result from timber 
harvest and development, and the loss or degradation of habitat in the wintering range. 
For many years it was thought that the Veery wintered across a broad region of South 
America but researchers have recently learned that is it restricted to a relatively small area, 
making it more vulnerable to habitat loss. As a ground nester, Veeries also are susceptible 
to nest predation by a large variety of avian and mammalian predators, including crows, 
hawks, squirrels and deer.

Conservation: On its breeding grounds, the Veery will benefit from sustainable forest 
management that promotes larger forest stands and well-developed understories.

Did You Know? The Veery belongs to the family of birds known as Turdidae, which 
includes some of the finest bird singers in the world. Other members of the family that 
nest in Minnesota include the Hermit Thrush, Wood Thrush, and Swainson’s Thrush – 
each with beautiful and complex songs. The dull plumage of these forest inhabitants is a  
striking contrast to their melodious songs.
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