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Abstract

This annotated list of the birds of Nebraska 
grew gradually out of research associated 
with my writing of the Birds of the Great 
Plains: Breeding Species and Their Distribu-
tion (Johnsgard, 1979a). It expands and up-
dates an earlier version that was published 
in 2013 by the University of Nebraska–Lin-
coln Libraries DigitalCommons’ Zea Books 
(Johnsgard, 2013a). It has been updated 
and modified in its current revision to con-
form with the most recent (2017) major re-
vision of the American Ornithologists’ So-
ciety’s Checklist of North American Birds 
(Chesser et al., 2017). It has also been 
modified in its current revision to con-
form very closely to the most recent “Of-
ficial List of the Birds of Nebraska” by the 
Nebraska Ornithologists’ Union (Gubanyi, 
1997, and later supplements in the Ne-
braska Bird Review, to 84:138–150).

The NOU’s official state list of birds (461 
species as of 2017) is based on actual spec- 
 
 
 

imen evidence or some other convincing  
basis of each species’ proven occurrence in 
the state. That list includes 337 “regular” 
species, 29 “casual” species, 90 “acciden-
tal” species, and 5 extinct or extirpated spe-
cies. In this edition I have classified 368 of 
the 461 species of Nebraska birds as rang-
ing in relative frequency of occurrence as 
“abundant” to “rare.” There are also 61 spe-
cies considered to be of “accidental” occur-
rence, having been reliably reported in Ne-
braska no more than five times, 20 that are 
considered “extremely rare” or “very rare,” 
if reported from six to 25 times. There are 
also three extinct, four extirpated, and five 
unsuccessfully introduced species. Thir-
teen hypothetical species of dubious ori-
gin or identification are mentioned paren-
thetically.

The text includes more than 123,000 
words, nearly 200 literature references, 
and 19 pages of drawings and maps.
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Bird-watching through the Year in Nebraska

It has been estimated that bird-watch-
ing activities in the United States in-
creased 155% during the decade end-
ing in 2004, or at a more rapid rate 
than all other outdoor sports in-
cluding walking, skiing, and hiking, 
whereas fishing, hunting, and ten-
nis have all declined in popularity. 
Money now spent on wildlife recre-
ation (about $150 billion in 2016 ver-
sus $100 billion in 2000) now exceeds 
total cash receipts from all livestock 
sales (“Wildlife Recreation,” in The 
Main Street Economist, April 2004). 
About 86 million people in the United 
States fed, photographed, or watched 
wildlife and spent $79.6 billion 
(nearly $900 per person) on these ac-
tivities during 2016 (US Department 
of Interior et al., 2016), or more than 
the total $71 billion spent on hunt-
ing and fishing activities combined. 
By the late 1990s there were at least 
45 million adult bird-watchers, and 
in Nebraska alone an estimated $23.1 
million per year were being spent by 
them on nonconsumptive bird-related 
activities (Bird Conservation, spring 
1997, pp. 6–8). The current (2017) 
economic impact of visitors coming to 
the Platte River valley to witness the 
crane migration has been estimated at 
more than $14 million annually (Dor-
ity et al., 2017).

Many Nebraskans are unaware 
that they are residing in one of the 
prime locations in the entire world 
for observing and enjoying some of 
the most aesthetically appealing of 
all the world’s biological attractions. 
The state’s central Platte River val-

ley and its adjoining counties, for ex-
ample, are known to have attracted 
more than 370 bird species (Brown & 
Johnsgard, 2013), making it one of the 
most species-rich bird regions in the 
interior United States. More impres-
sively, the spring congregations of a 
half million cranes and about 10 mil-
lion waterfowl along the Platte River 
valley were ranked by Roger Pasquier 
(Forbes Magazine, 1997) as the great-
est bird spectacle on earth.

Although spring birding in Nebras-
ka’s Platte Valley is our state’s prime 
natural history attraction (Johnsgard, 
2007b), every month of the year has 
some bird-related attractions across 
the entire state (Johnsgard, 2009b), 
as the following monthly bird and hu-
man activities list will suggest.

January

January in Nebraska is the coldest 
and dreariest month, and a good time 
for feeding birds and enjoying them 
through the windows. White-throated 
and white-crowned sparrows are 
welcome visitors to feeders now, as 
are American goldfinches and other 
finches, such as house finches and, 
less frequently, purple finches (Johns-
gard, 2011a, 2013d). Dark-eyed juncos 
and spotted towhees scratch industri-
ously in the snow for food, and in the 
countryside species such as horned 
larks, American tree sparrows, Har-
ris’s sparrows, and sometimes Lap-
land longspurs gather in open fields 
to search for seeds. During some 
years, red-breasted nuthatches ap-
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pear at suet feeders to join wintering 
downy, hairy, and (in the east) red-
bellied woodpeckers, and even less of-
ten red crossbills and (rarely) evening 
grosbeaks make their appearances, es-
pecially in western parts of the state. 
In the Panhandle and Pine Ridge re-
gion, other winter visitors might in-
clude Steller’s jays, Bohemian wax-
wings, Clark’s nutcrackers, mountain 
chickadees, Cassin’s finches, and gray-
crowned rosy-finches (Rosche, 1982; 
Johnsgard, 2012a). Eurasian collared-
doves and northern cardinals now be-
gin to sense the lengthening days, and 
by mid-January a few males may begin 
to sing, to be joined later in the month 
by European starlings and sometimes 
a few precocious house finches.

For the adventurous birders, this 
month offers the temptation to drive 
to Kingsley Dam near Ogallala for the 
spectacle of several hundred bald ea-
gles that annually gather at Lake Mc-
Conaughy (Rosche & Johnsgard, 1984; 
Brown & Brown, 2001; Brown, Dins-
more, & Brown, 2012; Johnsgard, 
2012e) and the chance to see some 
rare waterfowl, loons, or gulls as 
well. This is the best time for seeing 
rough-legged hawks and other uncom-
mon to rare northern visitors, such as 
snowy owls, snow buntings, and Lap-
land longspurs.

February

By February the days are perceptibly 
lengthening, and the end of winter 
seems almost in sight. Winter birds 
still gather at feeders, but American 
crows are on the move northward, as 
are vanguard individuals of American 
robins, red-winged blackbirds, and 

bluebirds. Great horned owls begin 
nesting in February and should not 
be disturbed by playback of owl calls 
from this point onward through their 
nesting period (Johnsgard, 2002b, 
2012f).

Cornell University’s Lab of Orni-
thology’s popular annual Great Back-
yard Bird Count is held in mid-Feb-
ruary and provides a good reason for 
getting out of the house and helping to 
generate a contemporary overall view 
of midwinter birds both in the state 
and nationally (and internationally). 
Based on the number of Nebraska ob-
servation points reporting the species 
in 2011, the state’s ten most widely re-
ported birds were (in descending or-
der) American robin, American gold-
finch, downy woodpecker, house 
sparrow, blue jay, house finch, black-
capped chickadee, Canada goose, Eu-
ropean starling, and mourning dove 
(Johnsgard, 2011a). For comparison, 
the ten most widely recorded spe-
cies observed nationally in 2017 were 
northern cardinal, American crow, 
mourning dove, dark-eyed junco, 
downy woodpecker, blue jay, black-
capped chickadee, house finch, house 
sparrow, and white-breasted nut-
hatch. The ten most abundant species 
reported nationally in 2017 were (in 
descending order) snow goose, red-
winged blackbird, Canada goose, Eu-
ropean starling, mallard, ring-billed 
gull, American coot, greater white-
fronted goose, common grackle, and 
American crow.

By Valentine’s Day the first sandhill 
cranes can be expected to arrive on 
the Platte River, at least if it has be-
come ice-free. They usually arrive on 
a south wind and with clearing skies, 
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probably having flown from their win-
tering regions in Texas and New Mex-
ico in a single day. Common mergan-
sers begin to appear on the Platte too, 
as well as on larger reservoirs. Al-
most simultaneously common gold-
eneyes start to appear in these same 
locations.

As lakes and reservoirs slowly be-
come ice-free, bald eagles appear 
along the state’s waterways. They 
feast on winter-killed fish that be-
come available, often perching on ice 
blocks or trees along the shoreline. 
Harlan County Reservoir and Suther-
land Reservoir, in south-central Ne-
braska, are good places to look for ea-
gles, as is Lake McConaughy near the 
Panhandle and larger eastern reser-
voirs, such as Lewis and Clark Lake, 
Branched Oak Lake, and Cunningham 
Lake. DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge 
often has good numbers of bald eagles 
in February, and its visitor center al-
lows for easy and comfortable eagle 
watching, as does the J-2 hydropower 
plant near Lexington (Johnsgard, 
2012d). Wintering trumpeter swans 
gather on ice-free Sandhills rivers and 
wetlands, and on some eastern lakes 
such as Carter Lake in Omaha (Johns-
gard, 2013f, 2016e).

March

March is perhaps the most exciting 
month of the year for Nebraska’s bird-
ers. By the first week or two of March 
hundreds of thousands if not millions 
of geese (snow, Ross’s, Canada, cack-
ling, and greater white-fronted) will 
have arrived in the eastern Rainwater 
Basin of southeastern Nebraska (cen-
tering on Clay County) and on other 

basins farther west, such as Funk La-
goon Waterfowl Production Area in 
Phelps County. Unbelievable hordes 
of geese, as well as early duck mi-
grants such as northern pintails and 
mallards, crowd these marshes and 
the skies above, performing dizzying 
courtship flights and endless feeding 
flights to nearby fields for foraging. 
These great flocks of waterfowl usu-
ally will have peaked before the mid-
dle of March (Johnsgard, 2009c).

During March the sandhill crane 
count builds up to a peak of about a 
half million birds in the central Platte 
Valley by late March. They spend the 
daylight hours feeding in cornfields 
and wet meadows, and roost in shal-
low water around sandbars and is-
lands in the wider portions of the 
river. Flights to and from their roosts 
occur at about sunset and sunrise, al-
though cloudy skies may cause earlier 
evening flights and later morning de-
partures, just as clear skies and a full 
moon may allow the birds to remain 
in fields for a longer period (Brown 
& Johnsgard, 2013; Johnsgard & Gil, 
2011).

The weekend nearest the March 
equinox is the target date for the 
Audubon Society’s annual Crane Fes-
tival at Kearney, which draws bird-
ers from around the country and the 
world. Finding space in one of the sev-
eral crane-observing blinds at Rowe 
Sanctuary or the Crane Trust is dif-
ficult then, but crane viewing from 
the road or from free viewing plat-
forms near Alda, Gibbon, and a hike-
bike bridge near Fort Kearny are all 
options (Johnsgard, 2015b). All of 
these experiences are memorable, 
but watching thousands of cranes land 
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near a blind at an evening roost, or 
seeing them depart at sunrise, pro-
vides a thrill unmatched anywhere in 
the world.

As March draws toward a close, 
the second wave of duck migrants 
arrive, including the American wi-
geon, gadwall, wood duck, green-
winged teal, redhead, canvasback, 
ring-necked duck, bufflehead, and 
hooded merganser. The final wave, 
with the blue-winged teal, northern 
shoveler, ruddy duck, and (in western 
Nebraska) cinnamon teal, complete 
the usual roster (Johnsgard, 2016d, 
2017a, 2017c). Other water birds also 
arrive in March, including American 
coot; pied-billed, eared, and west-
ern grebes; plus American white pel-
icans and double-crested cormorants 
(Johns gard, 2013e).

During March the resident red-
tailed hawk population is supple-
mented by migrant red-tails, while 
the rough-legged hawks begin to head 
north and northern harriers (males 
first) begin to appear in the state. This 
is a good time to watch male harriers 
perform their circular territorial dis-
play flights (from which their generic 
name Circus derives) and to start look-
ing for nest-building behavior in red-
tails. Ospreys begin to funnel through 
the state in locations where bald ea-
gles have been prevalent, and prai-
rie grouse (sharp-tailed grouse and 
greater prairie-chickens) begin to as-
semble at their traditional display 
grounds, or leks (Johnsgard, 2011b).

April

The first half of April marks the mass 
departure of sandhill cranes from the 

Platte Valley, the arrival of whooping 
cranes, and the peak of mating activ-
ities by the prairie grouse. Seeing the 
great flocks of sandhill cranes rise up 
from the river one clear morning, cir-
cling while calling excitedly, gradually 
gaining altitude, and finally disap-
pearing from view even though their 
great trumpeting voices still drift 
down like a vast but unseen angelic 
chorus, is an experience of a lifetime.

Whooping cranes drift into the 
state in small family groups or flocks 
of up to about ten in size, stopping in 
the Platte Valley or in other wetland 
areas such as rivers in the Nebraska 
Sandhills or the Niobrara Valley. 
Rarely they may feed in the company 
of sandhill cranes, or roost among 
them at night (Johnsgard & Gil, 2011).

The second week of April (of-
ten the third week in northern Ne-
braska) is the best period for seeing 
prairie grouse display, for during this 
rather short time the majority of fe-
males visit the leks for mating. This 
sets off a frenzy of display activity 
and fighting among the males, to de-
termine which will gain the opportu-
nity to fertilize the suddenly available 
females. Somehow the females can de-
termine the identity of the most vir-
ile and dominant male of each lek and 
seek out this individual for their mat-
ing. Their leks are usually in areas of 
native grassland that are well away 
from tall trees and often on short-
grass-covered hilltops. Public-access 
blinds are available at locations such 
as the Bessey and McKelvie divisions 
of the Nebraska National Forest, Cres-
cent Lake, and the Valentine and Fort 
Niobrara national wildlife refuges, 
and they provide excellent sites for 

B I R D-WAT C H I N G T H RO U G H T H E Y E A R I N N E B R A S K A
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watching these activities (Johnsgard, 
2010a, 2012a).

Flocks of up to nearly a thousand 
migrating American white pelicans 
and double-crested cormorants rest 
on large lakes such as the Harlan 
County and Calamus reservoirs in late 
April and early May, as they approach 
breeding grounds in the Dakotas, and 
hundreds of bald eagles sometimes 
gather briefly to feed on winter-killed 
fish at these same locations. The sec-
ond half of April usually coincides 
with the peak of shorebird migration 
in Nebraska (Jorgensen, 2004; Johns-
gard, 2011e) as well as the arrival of 
the first insectivorous songbirds, such 
as the swallows, vireos, and warblers. 
This is an exciting period, as waves 
of plovers and sandpipers begin to ar-
rive at wetlands such as the Rainwa-
ter Basin, and the skies overhead be-
come clotted with many thousands of 
migrating Franklin’s gulls and swal-
lows of several species. The bloom-
ing wild plums begin to reverberate 
with the songs of house wrens, rose-
breasted grosbeaks, brown thrashers, 
and other early-arriving insectivores 
such as yellow-rumped warblers and 
eastern phoebes.

May

May is simply magical in Nebraska. 
During the first two weeks of this 
month the peak of songbird and 
shorebird migration occurs, with 
gorgeously plumaged warblers and 
plainer sparrows of infinite variety 
frustrating the observer by quickly 
scurrying about among tree canopies 
or skulking in the grass. Often one 
beautiful species will be present in a 

woodland or prairie on one day, only 
to be replaced on the next day with 
another that is new and equally inter-
esting. Butterflies such as mourning 
cloaks and early spring flowers such 
as yellow violets begin to appear, and 
persons tending their bluebird nest 
boxes can expect to peer in one day 
and see the female huddled down 
on a brood of squirming youngsters. 
Broods of Canada geese start to mate-
rialize on farm ponds and in city park 
lagoons, and in city backyards house 
wrens are simultaneously singing and 
feeding new broods.

Mid-May marks the International 
Migratory Bird Day and the time of 
the annual Audubon Birdathon in Ne-
braska. Then participating birders 
may compete to try to produce the 
largest single-day bird list possible, 
with donors providing challenges for 
donating money to the local Audubon 
chapters. These funds aid prairie pres-
ervation and the purchase of instruc-
tional materials dealing with nature 
for distribution to grade schools.

June

June is the perfect time to be in the 
field in Nebraska. The long days al-
low for after-work birding, and this 
too is the month when North Amer-
ican Breeding Bird Surveys (https://
www.pwrc.usgs.gov/bbs/) need to be 
carried out. People monitoring blue-
bird trails are also busy; first or even 
second broods of bluebirds and tree 
swallows are likely to be appearing, 
and boxes need to be patrolled to try 
to prevent depredations by raccoons 
or invading house wrens or house 
sparrows.

B I R D-WAT C H I N G T H RO U G H T H E Y E A R I N N E B R A S K A
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By the first of June the tardiest 
of the spring migrants, the common 
nighthawk and the black-billed and 
yellow-billed cuckoos, will have ar-
rived in Nebraska, and the last Arc-
tic-breeding shorebirds should have 
departed. (By the end of June the ap-
pearance of any Arctic shorebirds in 
the state may represent early fall mi-
grants, mostly those individuals that 
were unsuccessful breeders and are 
already heading back south.)

Summer evenings in eastern Ne-
braska are enriched by the distinctive 
territorial calls of nighthawks, chuck-
will-widows, and whip-poor-wills, 
while in western Nebraska poor-wills 
are more likely to be heard. Yellow-
billed and black-billed cuckoos (of-
ten called “rain crows” in Nebraska) 
may call from their hidden locations as 
evening twilight or afternoon thunder-
storms approach. Generally, however, 
singing by birds diminishes in June as 
the birds become preoccupied with 
nesting, and only such multiple-nest-
ing species as house wrens, or those 
males that lost their initial mates and 
must quickly acquire new ones, are 
likely to be singing at full strength.

July

July is too hot for most outside activ-
ities in Nebraska, and birding is best 
confined to early morning walks, when 
a few die-hard songsters such as house 
finches may still be active. Second 
broods of many species will now be ap-
pearing, and early fall migrants such 
as long-billed curlews and cliff swal-
lows will be gathering for migration. 
It is amazing that the young of birds 
such as these can be ready to under-

take flights of up to several thousand 
miles, only a few weeks after hatch-
ing in the case of swallows and some 
shorebirds. Some multiple-brooding 
birds such as mourning doves and barn 
swallows will still be industriously 
fledging early broods and starting new 
ones soon thereafter, the doves produc-
ing four or perhaps even five broods 
in a single season before running out 
of time, and the swallows typically 
raising two. Often there is an influx 
of marsh wrens and sedge wrens that 
seemingly arrived from farther north 
and quickly set about a possible second 
nesting. On the other hand, trumpeter 
swan cygnets being reared in Sandhills 
marshes will be only about half-grown 
by July. The approximate one-hundred-
day fledging period will require much 
of the summer before the cygnets are 
able to take their first flights in Sep-
tember (Johnsgard, 2013f, 2016e).

By early July the brown-headed 
cowbird females, which may have al-
ready laid forty or more eggs in the 
nests of unlucky hosts, will finally 
have become too exhausted for fur-
ther laying. Thus, late-nesting song-
birds may avoid the fate of having to 
raise a cowbird chick with their own 
young, which often results in the star-
vation of the host’s chicks because 
of the cowbird’s gluttonous appetite 
and persistent begging (Johnsgard, 
2012b).

August

With the arrival of August the first 
sense that summer is almost over be-
gins to take hold; the cooler morn-
ings and the gathering flocks of swal-
lows along telephone lines provides 
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an early warning that the good times 
are nearly over. This is a period when 
many Arctic-nesting shorebirds are 
sprinkled across wetlands that have 
muddy and sandy shorelines, and a 
chance for the birder to test his or 
her skills at identifying the madden-
ingly similar immature and fall-plum-
aged “peep” sandpipers, or the equally 
frustrating fall warblers. August is a 
perfect time for 10-power binoculars 
or spotting scopes and tripods, with 
their magnifications set at maximum 
power, and all available field guides 
close at hand.

September

The blue skies of September bring 
not only occasional cumulus clouds 
to Nebraska but also clouds of early 
fall migrant “blackbirds” (red-winged 
blackbirds, grackles, cowbirds, and 
starlings). As tree foliage begins to 
turn color the first frosts send insect-
eaters such as warblers and vireos 
scurrying southward, and set the stage 
for the great migrations of the larger 
birds. Migratory hawk species, such as 
Swainson’s hawks, some nonresiden-
tial red-tailed hawks, and Mississippi 
kites and turkey vultures begin to as-
semble and ghost southwardly. A keen 
observer may scan the sky with binoc-
ulars for skeins of geese or ducks, or 
perhaps may train a spotting scope on 
the face of a full moon some evening, 
and see fleeting silhouettes of distant 
birds crossing in front of it.

This is a good time to wander aim-
lessly through the prairies or woods; 
mosquitoes and chiggers are less of 
a problem, and the dying leaves be-
gin to allow a better look into the up-

per levels of the forest canopy, where 
flocks of blackbirds and grackles are 
gathering prior to their migration 
southward. The tall-grass prairies of 
late September are aglow with their 
last fall flowers, such as New Eng-
land asters and downy gentians, and 
are spray-painted with the rusty and 
bronze tints of bluestem and Indian-
grass, in which occasional migrating 
LeConte’s sparrows effectively blend 
(Johnsgard, 2001b). Escaping into the 
country also permits birders to avoid 
the hordes of football fans that are at-
tracted to stadiums like ants to honey, 
mostly wholly unaware that the great-
est visual spectacle on earth is pass-
ing by overhead.

October

October is the most colorful month 
of the year in Nebraska; the peak of 
fall color occurs about the middle of 
the month, and many wonderful birds 
are moving through the state’s wood-
lands at the same time. Not long ago, 
the peak of the Arctic goose migration 
occurred in October, as several mil-
lion snow geese would funnel down 
the Missouri Valley, and Canada and 
greater white-fronted geese would ap-
pear in the central and western parts 
of the state. Recently, however, the 
fall migrations of these geese have 
peaked later, often during the second 
half of November, as a reflection of 
global warming trends (Johnsgard, 
2009b, 2010c, 2016b).

Nevertheless, October brings with 
it a major movement of larger mi-
grants, from hawks to the early duck 
migrants, such as the blue-winged teal 
and northern shoveler, and many of 
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the more tardy shorebirds. Sandhill 
cranes begin to appear in marshes of 
the Nebraska Sandhills. Few of them 
use the Platte Valley, since intensive 
waterfowl hunting activities there 
make the area unsafe for cranes, her-
ons, cormorants, or any other birds 
bearing even a distant similarity to 
waterfowl. Ironically, some impor-
tant first records of rare birds in Ne-
braska have come from their having 
been shot by ill-informed hunters who 
had mistaken them for legal game. 
Perhaps the first whooping crane to 
ever lay eggs in captivity was a female 
that had been shot and wounded by a 
Nebraska hunter but was rescued and 
eventually placed in a zoo.

November

During November the good birding 
season comes almost to a close; a few 
northern shrikes and rough-legged 
hawks are now arriving, and migra-
tory sparrows such as American tree 
sparrows and Harris’s sparrows start 
to materialize in shrubbery and thick-
ets. Bald eagles, especially imma-
tures, invade the state in good num-
bers, tagging along with the flocks of 
ducks and geese, occasionally snag-
ging a sick or wounded individual. On 
clear and calm evenings great flocks 
of geese can be heard overhead, bound 
for unknown destinations using clues 
that we can only imagine. Even larger 
numbers of songbirds are migrating 
by celestial information also beyond 
our understanding.

Owls begin to announce their 
breeding territories now. Hardy 
birders will find that this is a good 
time for playing recordings of var-

ious owls after dark, then listening 
for responses. Barred owls respond 
especially well, often flying into a 
tree directly above the sound device 
(Johns gard, 2012f).

December

December is in many ways the cruel-
est month for birders; the days are 
so short that there is little time after 
work to go afield, and few birds to see 
when one does so. Yet it is a month for 
planning and participating in a Christ-
mas Bird Count with friends (Johns-
gard, 1998b), feeding backyard birds 
(Johnsgard, 2013d), and perhaps mak-
ing out a Christmas list of bird-related 
gifts to present to friends and family. 
It is also a time to repair and replen-
ish feeding platforms and other bird 
feeders, and to hope to eventually find 
a way to exclude squirrels from foods 
intended only for birds.

December is also the time to make 
out summaries of earlier bird lists, at 
least for people who keep such lists, 
and a time to start planning bird-
watching trips for the following year. 
It is also not a bad time to consider a 
trip to Florida, southern Texas, or even 
the tropics of Costa Rica for a chance 
to get a flavor of how rich the bird life 
can be in places such as these. It is a 
time to look back on all the wonderful 
experiences of the previous year, such 
as that stunning scarlet tanager sing-
ing in the treetops, the spine-tingling 
sounds of sandhill cranes approaching 
their roosts, or a ruby-throated hum-
mingbird that danced momentarily in 
the sunlight like a tiny sprite before it 
disappeared in the twinkling of an eye 
(Johnsgard, 2012c).
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Fundamentals of Bird-watching

In recent decades bird-watching has 
become one of the major recreational 
activities engaged in by Americans, 
with more than 60 million persons 
now participating in this combina-
tion of intellectual activity, exercise, 
sport, and, in its most academic form, 
ornithological science. Its attractions 
include that it can be equally enjoyed 
by absolute novices or lifelong dev-
otees, it can be practiced by people 
ranging in age from a few years to 
elder citizens, and it requires very 
little in terms of special equipment, 
the minimum being attentively using 
one’s eyes and ears. Finally, birding 
is an activity of inexhaustible inter-
est, given that there are more than 
ten thousand species of living birds 
in the world, and nobody could ever 
live long enough to learn about or 
even observe more than a small por-
tion of them.

Many bird-watchers are deter-
mined to see as many species as pos-
sible and develop “life lists” that may 
be subdivided into state lists, yearly 
lists, or other categories. Such per-
sons tend to call themselves “bird-
ers,” and for them “birding” often has 
a competitive aspect, in which a max-
imum number of species that can be 
detected (seen or heard) and identi-
fied in a single day or year has a par-
ticular attraction.

Others are content simply to enjoy 
the birds attracted to nest boxes, feed-
ers, or water sources set up in their 
backyards, thus reveling in the fascinat-
ing behaviors, diverse plumages, nest-
ing activities, or other facets of bird 
life that may be visible from their patio 
deck or through their windows (Johns-
gard, 2013d). Still others become avid 
bird-banders, engaging in a kind of 
avian lottery, trying to recapture birds 
already banded by themselves or oth-
ers. By banding and releasing birds they 
hope that, like placing a message in a 
bottle, somebody in the future may find 
the bird’s carcass or perhaps recapture 
it, and by reporting it provide evidence 
of the bird’s movements and longevity 
following its banding.

Finally, there are the professional 
ornithologists who, like other zoolo-
gists, might be interested in anatomy, 
genetics, physiology, classification, 
ecology, behavior, or any of the other 
branches of biological science, and 
tend to be educators or museum sci-
entists. There are only a few thousand 
such persons, and perhaps a few hun-
dred additional bird-related profes-
sionals who lead bird-watching tours 
all over the world. Still others may 
write about or photograph birds for a 
living, or perhaps draw, paint, sculpt, 
carve, or otherwise depict birds in 
some art-related field.



18

Optical Equipment and Acoustic Aids

Depending on one’s area of interest, 
different kinds of equipment and re-
source materials may be needed. The 
most popular type of bird apprecia-
tion, field observation and identifi-
cation, requires only a minimum of 
equipment. Probably the most im-
portant of these are a pair of binoc-
ulars and an identification reference, 
or field guide.

All binoculars are identified by 
their magnification power and the 
diameter of their front (“objective”) 
lenses; thus a pair of 8×40 binoc-
ulars have 8-power magnification 
and a front-lens diameter of 40 mm. 
Doubling the diameter of the objec-
tive lens quadruples the light trans-
mission of the lens but also increases 
its weight; the magnification of the 
binoculars does not influence their 
weight. Generally, to ensure adequate 
light-gathering power under dim-
light conditions, the objective lens 
should be at least five times greater 
than the magnification. This ratio 
(which would be 5.0 in 8×40 binoc-
ulars) is called the “exit pupil” index 
because it is a measure of the diam-
eter of the circle of light exiting the 
rear of the binocular and thus enter-
ing one’s pupil. “Relative brightness” 
is calculated as the square of the exit 
pupil index. However, this index (the 
larger the better for maximum bright-
ness under dim conditions) provides 
only a general guide to actual image 
brightness, and unless a person is us-
ing the glasses in dark forests, it is 
not a major consideration in choos-
ing binoculars.

Often of greater interest than the 
exit pupil index is the binoculars’ an-
gle of view, or maximum visual field, 
which is usually indicated in degrees. 
Binoculars typically have fields of view 
ranging from 5 degrees (26 feet at 100 
yards) to 8.5 degrees (45 feet at 100 
yards). “Wide-angle” binoculars (with 
fields generally of 7 degrees or more) 
are generally better choices but often 
are heavier than standard binoculars 
because of their larger prisms. Wide-
angle binoculars sometimes also have 
increased distortion at the edges of 
the field of view. Minimum focus dis-
tance is an important consideration 
if you wish to also examine objects 
closer than about 7 to 8 feet away; a 
few models focus to about 5 feet and 
can be used on flowers and insects.

Choosing a suitable pair of binocu-
lars requires special care, not only be-
cause a substantial outlay of money 
is involved but also the choice made 
plays a large role in determining how 
effectively a person will be able to lo-
cate and identify birds. They may be 
moving rapidly, mostly hidden by fo-
liage, or so far away that considerable 
magnification is needed to observe 
their critical identification features.

The subject of binocular choice is 
thus a complex topic, dictated in part 
by one’s budget and in part by the 
kind of primary bird-watching that is 
contemplated (for example, in forests, 
along lakes, or under dim-light condi-
tions). The price of binoculars ranges 
from less than $50 to $2,500. Several 
friends have pairs costing more than 
$1,000, and at times I envy them, but 
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generally a suitable pair can be found 
for much less. My binoculars include a 
Vortex Viper, purchased several years 
ago for less than $200 (now over 
$400), that has been ranked by bird-
ers almost as highly as others cost-
ing two or three times that amount, 
and this is my most-used pair. Birder 
magazines, such as Birder's World, of-
ten rank binoculars for usability and 
relative birding value. Many rankings 
of binoculars can be found on inter-
net sites such as allbinos.com, out-
doorgearlab.com, and audubon.org/
gear/binocular-guide. Some top-rated 
models in descending price catego-
ries include the Zeiss Victory, Leica 
Trinovid, Nikon Monarch, and Vor-
tex Viper.

When handling a pair of binocu-
lars, a prospective buyer should test 
for double images (produced when the 
paired optics are out of perfect align-
ment), colored fringes around the sur-
faces of objects visible at the edges of 
the field (a sign of chromatic aberra-
tion), apparent curvature of straight-
line objects such as rooftops or util-
ity poles (a sign of optical defects), 
and distortion, fuzziness, or light flare 
at the edge of the field when look-
ing at a bright point of light such as 
a star. The ease of turning the focus-
ing wheel (especially in cold weather) 
may be important, and the adjustment 
hinge for maintaining proper interpu-
pillary distance (to correspond with 
the width of one’s eye spacing) should 
not be too loose. A comfortable grip 
and weight are also considerations, 
and the neck strap should be sturdy 
and comfortable as well. Better qual-
ity binoculars have antireflection 
coatings on all internal surfaces, are 

water resistant, and may be internally 
“purged” with gases that prevent fog-
ging in wet or humid weather.

For eyeglass wearers, the eye-re-
lief distance (the distance between 
the binoculars’ rear lens and the far-
thest point behind the lens at which 
the binoculars’ entire field is visible) 
is more important than the binocu-
lars’ actual field of view. An eye re-
lief of about 20 mm is needed for the 
eyeglass user to see the entire optical 
field and avoid tunnel-vision (vignett-
ing) effects. This eye-relief measure 
is rarely indicated in the binocular’s 
specifications, but possible vignetting 
effects should always be personally 
checked by prospective buyers who 
wear eyeglasses. Long eye-relief bin-
oculars are usually limited to lower-
power models and generally lack 
wide-angle capabilities, so there is a 
trade-off in making such selections.

My own preferences are either 
8-power or 10-power binoculars. 
The higher-power glasses tend to be 
heavier, have a reduced field of view, 
and are harder to hold steady, but they 
are excellent for viewing distant ob-
jects. Seven-power binoculars with a 
large exit-pupil ratio (of at least 6.0) 
may be favored by people who usually 
bird-watch in dense forests and re-
quire maximum light transmission ca-
pabilities. Armored binoculars (with a 
rubber coating) are more resistant to 
water and physical shocks, and may be 
easier to hold, but are about 2 ounces 
heavier than nonarmored models.

Binoculars with roof prisms are 
straight-tube in shape; those with a 
regular prism design (“porro-prisms”) 
are usually wider at the front than in 
back. Occasionally, very small glasses 
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are wider at the rear than in front. 
Roof-prism models are always more 
expensive and often have narrower 
fields of view than porro-prism mod-
els. Yet, they average somewhat 
lighter and are less likely to go out of 
alignment, a condition that results in 
a double-image visual effect that will 
produce eyestrain.

Don’t confuse cheap straight-tube 
opera glasses with binoculars—they 
lack prisms and have a maximum 
magnification of only 2- to 3-power. 
Also avoid zoom binoculars with vari-
able power; they are always heavy 
and tend to have terrible optics. Like-
wise, avoid binoculars with tilt-le-
ver focusing; they usually don’t fo-
cus very closely, and, being generally 
cheap, tend to be loosely and poorly 
constructed. Similarly, avoid “univer-
sal focus” or “focus-free” optics that 
are prefocused for moderate distance; 
it is impossible to adjust the focus for 
close or extremely distant objects. 
Other binocular types to be avoided 
are those with individual focus (as op-
posed to central focus), and those that 
are either too small or too large to be 
easily hand held and focused.

Image-stabilized binoculars might 
help users with unsteady hands, but 
these are more expensive and heavier 
than nonstabilized types. Birders 
should buy binoculars that focus at 
least as close as about 10 feet or so; 
some models now focus down to about 
5 feet, which are perfect for insect 
viewing. Persons with small hands or 
children may find small glasses more 
comfortable than those of a standard 
size. Porter and Porter (2018) pro-
vided a useful review of pocket-sized 
binoculars, which are convenient to 

carry in a car’s glove compartment for 
occasional or emergency use.

Many “hard-core” bird-watch-
ers own at least two pairs of bin-
oculars with different designs and 
powers, and some also invest in spot-
ting scopes rather than very high-
power binoculars. Scopes are usually 
20-power to 30-power with front lens 
diameters of at least 70 mm. When 
used with a sturdy tripod, they are 
wonderful for identification of birds 
at great distances. However, they are 
quite expensive; the better models 
usually cost $500 to $1,000 or more, 
and weigh several pounds. Zoom op-
tics on the best of these scopes can be 
excellent, but there is a reduction in 
light transmission at the higher mag-
nifications. Various models of Kowa 
scopes (TSN-2, TSN-4) with long eye-
relief eyepieces are especially fa-
vored by birders but are fairly expen-
sive. Celestron calls theirs “long view” 
eyepieces and Kowa’s are called “LER” 
(long eye-relief) eyepieces. A solid tri-
pod, such as the 8-pound Bogen 3021 
or the lighter Davis & Sandford RTS, is 
essential for use with spotting scopes.

Based on my experience, B&H 
Photo of New York (800-606-6969 or 
212-444-6615; https://www.bhphoto-
video.com/) is one of the most trust-
worthy New York discount houses, but 
considerable care should be exercised 
when dealing with any of these out-
lets, a few of which are notorious for 
their bait-and-switch tactics. Although 
I have not personally used it, the Na-
tional Camera Exchange (9300 Olson 
Memorial Highway, Golden Valley, MN 
55427, 800-624-8107) sells a wide 
variety of both new and used photo-
graphic equipment.

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.bhphotovideo.com_&d=DwMFaQ&c=Cu5g146wZdoqVuKpTNsYHeFX_rg6kWhlkLF8Eft-wwo&r=12UU56hwwHbvtdghAL7fNV2vds4z4lqy_aCfKRxb6y0&m=m2eIJ3G4mN6S_ezstugXkZHJHinPXrUmmvvHhNDYljA&s=fZbxyl_Qf30ehcztb-0ezOB19zRB46OHSin9L8nuYRY&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.bhphotovideo.com_&d=DwMFaQ&c=Cu5g146wZdoqVuKpTNsYHeFX_rg6kWhlkLF8Eft-wwo&r=12UU56hwwHbvtdghAL7fNV2vds4z4lqy_aCfKRxb6y0&m=m2eIJ3G4mN6S_ezstugXkZHJHinPXrUmmvvHhNDYljA&s=fZbxyl_Qf30ehcztb-0ezOB19zRB46OHSin9L8nuYRY&e=
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Besides optical equipment, many 
bird-watchers use digital recorders 
or apps for the cell phone or porta-
ble electronic device. Prerecorded 
tapes are extremely useful for learn-
ing bird songs and other vocaliza-
tions and may also be valuable tools 
for playback in the field to stimulate 
responses from species that are nor-
mally difficult to see, such as rails or 
owls. Indeed, for such birds playback 
of vocalizations may be the only prac-
tical means of detecting the species’ 
presence in an area.

Many recorded “field guides” to 
bird songs are now commercially 
available, including both CDs and 
DVDs. There is also software that pro-
vides both vocalizations and illustra-
tions, usually along with individual 
range maps and other information on 
each species. One of these is the ex-
cellent “Birds of North America” by 
Thayer Birding Software (now avail-
able for Windows and Mac comput-
ers) that not only provides more than 
1,500 bird songs but also has 6,505 
photographs, 552 video quizzes, and 
700 self-quiz exercises. There are also 
side-by-side species comparisons and 
the entire 700-page text of The Bird-

er’s Handbook by Paul Erlich et al. 
(see next section).

Two audio CDs of the long-fa-
miliar Peterson Field Guide series 
of bird sounds are also available: A 
Field Guide to Bird Songs: Eastern 
and Central North America (with 267 
species), and A Field Guide to West-
ern Bird Songs: Western North Amer-
ica (with 522 species). A related au-
dio CD/audiobook guide in the same 
Peterson Field Guide series is Birding 
by Ear: Western North America. In it, 
92 common species are described for 
easy learning by grouping them into 
“intelligible learning groups.” An east-
ern counterpart, Birding by Ear: East-
ern/Central, has 85 species similarly 
analyzed. There are also the Stokes 
Field Guide to Bird Songs: Eastern Re-
gion and the Stokes Field Guide to Bird 
Songs: Western Region in audiobook 
or audio CD form. I have not used any 
of these. Some birding apps also offer 
convenient regional checklists for per-
sonal record-keeping, or provide na-
tional, continental, or even worldwide 
checklists or distributional informa-
tion in computerized form. There are 
obviously many difficult choices avail-
able for interested persons.



22

Reference Materials

Besides optical equipment, every per-
son interested in birds needs some 
references for aid in identifying birds 
and, depending on level of interest, 
learning more about them than their 
names. At minimum, a field guide 
suitably sized for carrying along in 
a pocket or pouch is needed. Since 
the development of the first modern 
field guide by Roger T. Peterson in the 
1930s, a rich diversity of North Amer-
ican field guides have been published 
that differ greatly in geographic cov-
erage and ease of use.

Birders in Nebraska are faced with 
the fact that our state lies in the tran-
sition zone between North American 
eastern and western avifaunas, and 
as a result neither R. T. Peterson’s 
eastern or western field guide is en-
tirely adequate for this region. Dur-
ing 40 years of teaching ornithology, 
I suggested that beginning students 
use Birds of North America by Chan-
dler Robbins and others, published by 
Golden Books. It is relatively inexpen-
sive, easy to use, and covers all regu-
larly occurring North American birds. 
Its paintings and range maps are ade-
quate and its text is concise.

For more advanced birders, I rec-
ommend the National Geographic So-
ciety’s Field Guide to the Birds of North 
America. It is larger and considerably 
more expensive than the Golden Books 
guide but has 3,500 paintings and 900 
range maps covering all 1,023 species 
likely to be seen north of Mexico. It 
illustrates a much larger number of 
plumage variations (ages, races, and 
plumage “morphs” such as melanis-

tic or leucistic variants) and has bet-
ter maps than the Golden Guide. The 
2017 (7th) edition has the currently 
accepted (if initially confusing) scien-
tific taxonomy that corresponds with 
this book’s sequences of avian orders, 
families, and species. Beware that the 
Geographic guide is somewhat daunt-
ing for beginning birders and is thus 
not a good “starter” choice.

One easily used photo-based guide 
is Kenn Kaufman’s Field Guide to Birds 
of North America, an excellent choice 
for birding newcomers, as it is small, 
well organized, and comprehensive. 
Another popular book, by David Allen 
Sibley, is The Sibley Guide to Birds, 
and it is notable for its many painted 
views of diverse plumages and differ-
ent viewing angles. It is published by 
the National Audubon Society and A. 
A. Knopf. Eastern and western ver-
sions are also available; in Nebraska 
the western guide is slightly more 
comprehensive. None of these guides 
have, as of early 2018, adopted the 
currently accepted taxonomic classi-
fication of North American birds. Ex-
perienced birders will probably find 
the older arrangement more familiar 
and easy to use.

Bird-finding guides to many states 
are now becoming increasingly pop-
ular. More than 400 Nebraska bird-
ing sites are posted on the website 
http://www.nebraskabirdingtrails.
com, which I wrote for the Nebraska 
Partnership for All-Bird Conservation 
and duplicates much of the informa-
tion I had previously provided else-
where (Johnsgard, 2009b). The lo-
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cations on the website include some 
information that is not in my A Ne-
braska Bird-Finding Guide, and they 
often have detailed site maps and 
tourism-related information, such as 
distances to nearby accommodations.

In 2004 the Nebraska Game and 
Parks Commission (NGPC) published 
a special 178-page issue of NEBRAS-
KAland titled Birding Nebraska, which 
details more than sixty major birding 
sites in the state and has a fairly com-
plete checklist of the state’s birds. The 
NGPC also annually publishes a free 
Public Access Atlas with maps show-
ing the locations of hundreds of free-
access sites in all 93 counties. An on-
line version can be found by visiting 
http://outdoornebraska.gov/publi-
caccessatlas/. The NGPC website also 
provides much useful information for 
birders, including the Nebraska Bird 
Library (see www.nebraskabirdli-
brary.org) with a photo gallery of Ne-
braska birds.

Bird enthusiasts in Nebraska 
mostly have long had a very limited 
choice of state and regional refer-
ences to exploit. The 200-plus breed-
ing species occurring in Nebraska was 
first documented in my 1979 book 
Birds of the Great Plains: Breeding 
Species and Their Distribution (Uni-
versity of Nebraska Press). A later 
(2001) comprehensive review of Ne-
braska’s birds, Birds of Nebraska: 
Their Distribution and Temporal Oc-
currence, by Roger S. Sharpe, W. Ross 
Silcock, and Joel G. Jorgensen is out of 
print but a wholly new online version 
is being updated by Silcock and Jor-
genson, as noted in the introduction 
to part 2. A county-by-county histori-
cal summary of the breeding birds of 

the state can be found in James E. Du-
cey’s Nebraska Birds: Breeding Status 
and Distribution (see references for 
complete citations).

Magazines and other periodicals 
offer a more up-to-date source of in-
formation than books, and there are 
several to choose from. One of the 
best bird magazines for amateur bird-
ers is BirdWatching, a beautifully il-
lustrated monthly magazine published 
by Birder’s World, Inc., 44 E. 8th 
Street, Suite 410, Holland, MI 49423–
3502. Two other attractive maga-
zines, Birding and Birder’s Guide, are 
published for members by the Amer-
ican Birding Association (ABA), Box 
744, Delaware City, DE 19706, 800-
850-2473. As noted earlier, the ABA 
also sells a large variety of bird-ori-
ented items online, with member dis-
counts, at http://shop.aba.org/. The 
bimonthly Bird Watcher’s Digest, pub-
lished in Marietta, Ohio, is produced 
in a format similar to Reader’s Digest 
and has less space devote to colored 
illustrations but many interesting ar-
ticles. Its online shop also sells a large 
variety of birding-related products at 
https://redstartbirding.com/.

An attractively illustrated quarterly 
magazine, The Living Bird, is sent to 
members of Cornell University’s Lab 
of Ornithology, 159 Sapsucker Woods 
Road, Ithaca, NY 14850. It is similar 
to Birder’s World in format but often 
includes updates on the laboratory’s 
various research and bird-monitor-
ing programs, such as Project Feeder-
Watch, Project Tanager, and the Nest-
Watch. The Lab of Ornithology has 
also placed the still-evolving series of 
life histories of more than 700 species 
of North American birds online (Birds 

http://outdoornebraska.gov/publicaccessatlas/
http://outdoornebraska.gov/publicaccessatlas/
http://www.nebraskabirdlibrary.org
http://www.nebraskabirdlibrary.org
http://shop.aba.org/
https://redstartbirding.com/
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of North America Online, https://bird-
sna.org/Species-Account/bna/home), 
and these are individually accessi-
ble at modest costs and for varying 
lengths of time.

The National Audubon Society pub-
lishes results of the annual Christmas 
Bird Count surveys, which began in 
1900 nationally and were first under-
taken in Nebraska in about 1910. Lin-
coln and Omaha have the longest se-
ries of counts, and Scottsbluff is not 
far behind. For 2015–16, counts were 
conducted in 15 localities, 147 spe-
cies were identified, and more than 
236,000 birds were tallied. Six of the 
counts tallied more than 80 species, 
with a maximum of 107 species found 
at Lake McConaughy. The long-run-
ning Christmas counts in Nebraska 
and the Great Plains have provided 
crucial data for many research stud-
ies (e.g., Johnsgard, 2009a, 2015c).

For serious-minded readers there 
are several organizations and related 
journals from which to choose. In Ne-
braska, birders may wish to join the 
Nebraska Ornithologists’ Union (NOU), 
and receive the quarterly Nebraska 
Bird Review, which summarizes recent 
observations on Nebraska bird species 
and populations. The extensive NOU li-

brary is located within the State Mu-
seum bird specimen collection in the 
University of Nebraska–Lincoln’s Ne-
braska Hall (4th floor) and is available 
to NOU members on request. The NOU 
also publishes a periodic newsletter 
and has spring and fall meetings held 
at various locations around the state. 
Applications for membership can be 
found at the NOU website http://nou-
birds.org/. All the 80-plus volumes of 
the Nebraska Bird Review, except for 
the five years prior to the most recent 
volume, can be accessed through the 
University of Nebraska–Lincoln Dig-
italCommons at https://digitalcom-
mons.unl.edu/nebbirdrev/.

There are also several national 
organizations for professional orni-
thologists and serious birders, par-
ticularly the American Ornitholog-
ical Society. The AOS publishes The 
Auk: Ornithological Advances, a tech-
nically written quarterly journal con-
taining basic research papers on birds 
as well as annual changes in the of-
ficial taxonomy of North American 
birds. It also publishes The Condor: 
Ornithological Applications, which is 
more oriented toward the application 
of research to the conservation and 
management of birds.

https://birdsna.org/Species-Account/bna/home
https://birdsna.org/Species-Account/bna/home
http://noubirds.org/
http://noubirds.org/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebbirdrev/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebbirdrev/
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Electronic Information Sources

The website of the NOU contains a 
great deal of useful bird information. 
Click “Birds” in the top menu to find 
bird checklists for all 93 counties and 
lists of relevant publications. Rare 
birds seen in Nebraska should be de-
scribed and reported to the NOU for 
documentation in its quarterly jour-
nal the Nebraska Bird Review (edi-
tor: Janice Paseka, email paseka76@
gmail.com). The NOU also publishes 
periodic newsletters for its members, 
and has spring and fall meetings, usu-
ally in September and May, at loca-
tions favorable for seasonal birding. 
Membership is $25.00 yearly. To join, 
contact the treasurer, Jan Johnson, at 
janbirder@gmail.com.

NE Birds is a Listserv for report-
ing recent Nebraska bird sightings and 
sharing bird information. It is acces-
sible by free subscription by going to 
the following website: http://groups.
yahoo.com/group/NEBirds/. Click 
the link labeled “Join This Group” 
and provide the requested informa-
tion. (You will have to become a Ya-
hoo member before you can join any 
group. When you fill out the Yahoo 
membership information uncheck the 
boxes relating to receiving informa-
tion from Yahoo if you want to avoid 
spam from Yahoo advertisers.) Up-to-
date information on the sightings of 
unusual birds in Nebraska (and other 
states or regions) is also available on 
the internet via the general birding 
website http://birdingonthe.net/na-
merica.html.

The international eBird website 

(https://ebird.org/home) has become 
a favorite way of inserting personal 
records into a worldwide permanent 
database, and it allows a birder to 
quickly learn where rare birds have 
been reported (eBird, 2017).

The Patuxent Wildlife Research 
Center has a valuable “Patuxent Bird 
Identification InfoCenter” with pho-
tos, songs, videos, maps, and life his-
tory information on most North Amer-
ican birds at its website https://www.
mbr-pwrc.usgs.gov/infocenter/.

A corresponding and equally use-
ful identification guide is available 
through Cornell University’s Lab of 
Ornithology website, https://www.
allaboutbirds.org/. The Laboratory of 
Ornithology also offers a free applica-
tion download called Merlin that helps 
identify unknown species of birds 
seen, based on a series of questions 
posed, such as its size, appearance, 
and where it was seen. Depending on 
one’s answers, Merlin then provides 
a list of possible species, together 
with several photos and text describ-
ing the species’ appearance, behav-
ior and habitat. One may also listen 
to the prospective species’ songs and 
calls, and Merlin references your iden-
tification choice to information in the 
eBird database as to the species’ sight-
ings over the previous three years and 
within a 30-mile radius of your sight-
ing location. Merlin is designed for 
iOS and Android smartphones as well 
as tablets. Directions for downloading 
it can be found at http://merlin.all-
aboutbirds.org/.

mailto:paseka76@gmail.com
mailto:paseka76@gmail.com
mailto:janbirder@gmail.com
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/NEBirds/
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/NEBirds/
http://birdingonthe.net/namerica.html
http://birdingonthe.net/namerica.html
https://ebird.org/home
https://www.mbr-pwrc.usgs.gov/infocenter/
https://www.mbr-pwrc.usgs.gov/infocenter/
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/
http://merlin.allaboutbirds.org/
http://merlin.allaboutbirds.org/
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Vernacular and Technical Names of Birds

In scanning any field guide or other 
reference on birds, the reader will 
soon encounter two sets of names. 
One will be the English vernacular 
or common name, such as American 
robin. Such names (often capitalized 
in bird books and magazines) are the 
official names given the species by a 
group such as the American Ornitho-
logical Society or the American Bird-
ing Association. Such uniform names 
are needed to avoid confusion, like 
that caused by having several com-
monly used names for a single species 
such as the red-tailed hawk (for exam-
ple, the eastern red-tailed hawk, west-
ern red-tailed hawk, Harlan’s hawk, 
Krider’s hawk, Fuertes’ red-tail, and 
even, in rural areas, the inappropriate 
name “chicken hawk”). Occasionally 
changes are necessary in vernacular 
names, such as when what had been 
considered a single species is “split” 
into two species (for example, the 
previously recognized northern oriole 
being replaced with the Baltimore and 
Bullock’s orioles). Conversely, what 
had been two or more previously rec-
ognized species are “lumped” into a 
single species (for example, the slate-
colored, white-winged, gray-headed, 
and Oregon juncos being replaced 
with the currently recognized dark-
eyed junco). This may cause some 
confusion, but it is sometimes neces-
sary in order to keep the vernacular 
names of birds in line with current or-
nithological research.

Even more confusing to most bird-
watchers are the “scientific” or tech-
nical names of birds. These Latin or 

Latinized names are needed for sci-
entists around the world who speak 
diverse national languages to be able 
to communicate effectively. Thus, the 
European robin is known as the Rot-
kelchen in Germany and the rouge-
gorge in France but is recognized by 
scientists as Erithacus rubecula in 
all countries. Even among English-
speaking countries potential confu-
sion exists. Thus, the European robin 
is a quite different species from the 
American robin (Turdus migratorius), 
and in Australia the so-called mag-
pies (Gymnorhina) are totally differ-
ent from the magpies (Pica) of North 
America. To avoid such confusion and 
to provide a basis for a universal no-
menclature, scientists have given all 
of the “kinds” of animals and plants 
names. These names are a combina-
tion of a general or “generic” name 
(singular = genus, plural = genera) 
and a specific name (the species, 
which is the same in singular and 
plural). The combination of a generic 
name and specific name represents a 
unique two-part or “binomial name,” 
such as Turdus migratorius for the 
American robin and Erithacus rubec-
ula for the European robin. Of these 
two components, the generic name 
comes first and is always capitalized, 
and the specific name comes second 
and is never capitalized. Sometimes a 
third name is added, which designates 
a recognizable geographic race or sub-
species. Like the species, this name is 
never capitalized and sometimes is ex-
actly the same as the species’ name, 
as in the eastern race of the Ameri-
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can robin, Turdus migratorius migra-
torius, and its western race, Turdus 
migratorius propinquus. Such triple 
names are called trinomials.

There may also be plumage varia-
tions that are not given formal recog-
nition in the scientific name, such as 
genetically variable plumage morphs 
(commonly also called “phases”). 
Thus the “blue goose,” a genetically 
controlled morph of the lesser snow 
goose, is not now recognized as a 
separate subspecies, although it once 
was. Occasionally distinctive sub-
species or genetically recognizable 
morphs are given separate but unof-
ficial vernacular designations, such 
as the greater and lesser races of the 
snow goose and sandhill cranes, or the 
variably melanistic (Harlan’s) and al-
binistic (Krider’s) morphs of the red-
tailed hawk.

At “higher” levels of scientific no-
menclature representing categories 
“above” that of the genus, one en-
counters progressively larger classifi-
cation categories that usually contain 
varied numbers of species and genera, 
such as the subfamily (which consis-
tently ends in the suffix “inae”), the 
still larger family (which always ends 
in “idae”), and the even larger order 
(which generally ends in “iformes”). 
Although learning scientific names 
may seem daunting, at least by know-
ing that all the species within a sin-

gle genus are believed by scientists to 
be close relatives, some understand-
ing of basic bird relationships may be 
gained. The same applies to genera 
within a family or families within an 
order. In rare cases a species may be 
so unique it is placed in a genus, sub-
family, or even a family of its own; 
these single-species groups are called 
monotypic.

National and international commit-
tees on biological nomenclature make 
recommendations as to the most ap-
propriate sequence for listing all such 
categories and naming their compo-
nent subdivisions. Complete agree-
ment on these matters and their 
adoption has yet to be reached by 
the appropriate committees of all the 
world’s ornithological organizations. 
Nevertheless, the familiar so-called 
“Wetmore” sequence (after its origi-
nator, Alexander Wetmore), beginning 
with flightless birds and loons, and 
ending with the sparrows and finch-
like birds, has traditionally been used 
in North America and is still followed 
by many field guides and species lists. 
Recent advances in molecular taxon-
omy have forced major changes in our 
understanding of evolutionary rela-
tionships that are reflected in shifts 
in the composition and sequences of 
families, genera, and species that are 
apparent in the present edition of this 
book.
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Bird-banding data have proven abun-
dantly that birds often have rather 
short lives; a five-year-old American 
robin is unusual, and a ten-year-old 
is almost unheard of. A few groups of 
birds, generally larger species that are 
effectively protected by habitat or law, 
such as many seabirds, swans, cranes, 
and some others, may have lifespans 
that approach those of humans. Yet, 
accidents, diseases, predators, starva-
tion, and inclement weather all take 
their toll on wild bird populations, re-
gardless of human efforts to help. In 
many regions of North America, the 
brown-headed cowbird, a “brood par-
asite” that lays its eggs in other spe-
cies’ nests and reduces the breeding 
success of its unwitting hosts, has 
had devastating effects on many na-
tive songbirds, as it has expanded its 
range out of its native Great Plains 
(Johnsgard, 1997). Although adapted 
to prairie and forest edge habitats, 
forest fragmentation caused by lum-
bering, road construction, and sim-
ilar activities has placed many for-
est-adapted species at risk to such 
parasitism.

Grassland-adapted species have 
declined greater nationally than have 
any other of the ecological categories 
recognized by the US Fish and Wild-
life Service, with nearly 90% of the 
approximately thirty grassland spe-
cies undergoing population declines. 
These long-term declining grass-
land-dependent species include the 
Henslow’s sparrow, grasshopper spar-
row, short-eared owl, greater prairie-
chicken, field sparrow, eastern and 

western meadowlarks, Brewer’s spar-
row, chestnut-collared and McCown’s 
longspurs, and lark sparrow (Johns-
gard, 2001b).

Of 220 species that probably or 
certainly currently breed in Nebraska, 
national Breeding Bird Surveys sug-
gest that 90 of them have shown sur-
vey-wide population increases be-
tween 1966 and 2015, whereas 130 
have exhibited probable population 
declines. It is notable that among Ne-
braska’s mostly insectivorous passer-
ines, more than twice as many species 
are declining than are increasing, sug-
gesting that insecticides and other ag-
ricultural biocides are taking a heavy 
toll on Nebraska’s bird populations.

Nebraska breeding species show-
ing the highest rates of annual sur-
vey-wide decline are the bank swal-
low (5.33%), McCown’s longspur 
(4.19%), pinyon jay (3.69%), north-
ern bobwhite (3.48%), mountain plo-
ver (3.41%), pine siskin (3.67%), 
and Lewis’s woodpecker (3.42%). Al-
though not currently known to be an 
in-state breeder, the greater sage-
grouse also had a 3.41% annual rate 
of survey-wide decline. The five cur-
rently most common breeding species 
in Nebraska are the mourning dove, 
brown-headed cowbird, eastern king-
bird, red-winged blackbird, and barn 
swallow (Mollhoff, 2016); all appear 
to be declining.

Nebraska breeding species show-
ing the highest rates of current annual 
survey-wide increase are the Eurasian 
collared-dove (27.18%), Canada goose 
(9.17%), wild turkey (7.5%), sandhill  
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crane (4.74%), glossy ibis (4.24%), 
hooded merganser (3.89%), and dou-
ble-crested cormorant (3.76%). The 
surprisingly high rate of increase of 
the sandhill crane largely reflects 
range expansion and markedly in-
creased numbers of the greater sand-
hill cranes, especially its eastern 
population. Although not a current 
Nebraska breeder, the American white 
pelican also had a notable (4.82%) 
rate of annual increase, and an expan-
sion of this species into the Nebraska 
Sandhills from South Dakota’s nearby 
breeding population at LaCreek Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge would not be 
surprising.

The first statewide breeding-bird 
surveys were done in Nebraska dur-
ing the 1980s (1984–89) and were 
published in 2001 (Mollhoff, 2001). 
These surveys involved the study of 
443 survey blocks (each three miles 
square) involving every county. Two 
decades later, a second survey, cover-
ing the field-work years 2006–11 and 
including 557 survey blocks, was un-
dertaken (Mollhoff, 2016). Note that 
when comparing total confirmed nest-
ings between the two surveys this ap-
proximate 25% increase in survey 
sample sizes should be taken into con-
sideration. Additionally, the number 
of hours of observer time per block 
increased by an average of 31% dur-
ing the second survey, probably signif-
icantly increasing the probabilities of 
species encounters.

The 2016 survey summary includes 
species accounts of all Nebraska’s 204 
then-proven currently breeding birds, 
and an additional 18 probable nesting 
species. In the first atlas, 191 species 
accounts of proven breeders were in-

cluded, while in the second atlas 225 
species accounts were provided.

During the 16 years between the 
two surveys, seven species were 
added to the state’s list of breeding 
species (Mississippi kite, snowy plo-
ver, Eurasian collared-dove, white-
winged dove, pileated woodpecker, 
Savannah sparrow, and Henslow’s 
sparrow), and three additional spe-
cies were established as breeders dur-
ing the second atlasing surveys (ash-
throated flycatcher, sage thrasher, and 
lesser goldfinch).

The least frequently documented 
known or presumptive Nebraska 
breeders appearing in the state’s sec-
ond breeding birds survey were (in 
ascending sequence of block occur-
rences): the gray partridge, Clark’s 
grebe, snowy plover, Lewis’s wood-
pecker, prothonotary warbler, com-
mon merganser, chestnut-collared 
longspur, lesser goldfinch, mountain 
plover, cerulean warbler, common gal-
linule, and sage thrasher.

The second survey’s most fre-
quently reported Nebraska breed-
ers (in descending sequence of block 
occurrences) were the morning 
dove, brown-headed cowbird, east-
ern kingbird, red-winged blackbird, 
barn swallow, American robin, or-
chard oriole, common grackle, west-
ern meadowlark, killdeer, brown 
thrasher, red-tailed hawk, and Eu-
ropean starling. Compared with the 
first Nebraska survey of the 1980s, 
the eastern meadowlark had dropped 
from being the fourth most-reported 
species to the ninth, whereas the 
brown-headed cowbird rose from be-
ing the seventh most-reported spe-
cies to the second. Two species, the 
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mourning dove and eastern kingbird, 
retained their respective first- and 
third-place positions.

Species that increased most 
strongly in their relative breeding 
season presence, as judged by the 
differing number of counties (out of 
the 93 total) in which they were en-
countered between the two surveys 
included the Eurasian collared-dove 
(86), Canada goose (57), house finch 
(57), tree swallow (53), bald eagle 
(44), Cooper’s hawk (43), red-eyed 
vireo (36), song sparrow (32), cedar 
waxwing (31), great-tailed grackle 
(29), vesper sparrow (28), wild tur-
key (27), sedge wren (24), white-
faced ibis (23), willow flycatcher 
(23), and blue-gray gnatcatcher (23). 
Species that decreased most strongly 
by the reduced number of counties of 
occurrence in the second of the two 
surveys included the black-billed 
cuckoo (35), black-billed magpie 
(29), eastern screech-owl (19), black-
capped chickadee (15), lark bunting 
(12), northern pintail (11), and com-
mon nighthawk (10).

Comparing the data from the 443 
blocks surveyed during both survey 
periods, and including only those spe-
cies for which there were at least 100 
block occurrences during each of the 
two periods, the most apparently in-
creasing species, based on percentage 
increase of total block occurrences in 
the second of the two survey peri-
ods were the turkey vulture (144%), 
wild turkey (133%), chipping spar-
row (131%), eastern phoebe (84%), 
eastern bluebird (76%), blue gros-
beak (68%), red-tailed hawk (61%), 
red-bellied woodpecker (58%), Bell’s 
vireo (50%), horned lark (43%), 

northern cardinal (43%), cliff swal-
low (41%), great crested flycatcher 
(35%), lark sparrow (28%), bobolink 
(28%), yellow warbler (26%), great 
blue heron (25%), American kes-
trel (24%), European starling (19%), 
wood duck (19%), field sparrow 
(19%), blue-winged teal (19%), grass-
hopper sparrow (18%), dickcissel 
(17%), warbling vireo (17%), orchard 
oriole (16%), rock pigeon (15%), gray 
catbird (15%), white-breasted nut-
hatch (15%), indigo bunting (14%), 
downy woodpecker (14%), northern 
flicker (12%), brown thrasher (10%), 
rose-breasted grosbeak (10%), up-
land sandpiper (9%), mallard (8%), 
western kingbird (7%), brown-headed 
cowbird (7%), ring-necked pheas-
ant (6%), house wren (6%), killdeer 
(5%), northern rough-winged swal-
low (5%), American robin (4%), and 
American goldfinch (4%).

By the same criteria, the most ap-
parently decreasing species as mea-
sured by comparing percentage dif-
ferences in total block occurrences 
between the two surveys were lark 
bunting (35%), loggerhead shrike 
(24%), yellow-billed cuckoo (18%), 
belted kingfisher (13%), chimney 
swift (8%), great horned owl (7%), 
house sparrow (6%), common night-
hawk (4%), western meadowlark 
(4%), northern bobwhite (3%), 
Swainson’s hawk (3%), blue jay (2%), 
American crow (2%), and common 
yellowthroat (2%).

It should be apparent that because 
of (1) the 20% increase in geographic 
coverage during the second survey, 
and (2) the 31% increase in number 
of hours of observer time per sur-
vey block, the estimated population 
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changes during the approximate two-
decade interval between surveys are 
exaggerated both by the increased 
percentage of total blocks surveyed 
and the increased amount of observer 
time per block. Thus, these estimates 
of population changes of any seem-
ingly increasing species should be 
reduced by about 55%, whereas the 
estimated population changes of any 
seemingly decreasing species should 

be increased by about 55%. Thus, for 
example, by these criteria the breed-
ing Nebraska turkey vulture popula-
tion may have increased about 78% 
(rather than 142%) during the two 
decades between the two survey pe-
riods, or about 4% annually, and 
the black-capped chickadee popu-
lation may have declined by about 
21% (rather than 39%), or about 1% 
annually.

M O N I T O R I N G N E B R A S K A B I R D P O P U L AT I O N S
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Participating in Nebraska Birding and Citizen Research

Monitoring populations of legally 
hunted species is the responsibility of 
national conservation groups such as 
the US Fish and Wildlife Service, but 
little effort is made by such groups 
to monitor populations of songbirds. 
Here the amateur birder can actively 
assist by participating in annual 
Christmas Bird Counts or Breeding 
Bird Counts (National Audubon Soci-
ety), doing North American Breeding 
Bird Surveys during June (Patuxent 
Wildlife Research Center, Biological 
Resources Division, USGS), helping 
with systematic counts at bird feed-
ers (Project FeederWatch of the Lab 
of Ornithology), or maintaining long-
term records of the bird populations 
of a specific location.

The Migratory Bird Program of the 
US Fish and Wildlife Service sponsors 
the Partners in Flight (https://www.
partnersinflight.org/), which concen-
trates on needs for monitoring and 
conserving populations of migratory 
birds; its activities include organiz-
ing workshops, educational programs, 
and bird-related outdoor activities. 
In conjunction with this program, 
the Nebraska Game and Parks Com-
mission participates in the Interna-
tional Migratory Bird Day in mid-May. 
This typically occurs during the same 
weekend as the Audubon Society’s an-
nual Birdathon weekend, which en-
courages a variety of conservation and 
bird-awareness activities at the peak 
of spring migration.

Bird-banding activities go on at 
various nature centers, such as at 
Fontenelle Forest in Bellevue, Neale 

Woods in Omaha, and Pioneers Park 
Nature Center in Lincoln. Sometimes 
volunteers are able to become trained 
to help remove captured birds from 
nets or traps for banding. Holding a 
wild bird and releasing it again is a 
rare and joyful experience for many 
people and serves a valuable scientific 
purpose as well.

Many states have raptor rehabili-
tation centers that try to heal and re-
lease wild hawks and owls that have 
met with accidents or been shot by 
thoughtless hunters. In Nebraska, 
Fontenelle Forest Raptor Recovery is 
the state headquarters of these impor-
tant activities (toll-free hotline 866-
888-7261).

Bird diseases, such as the bacteri-
ally carried eye disease that mainly 
affects the vision of house finches in 
eastern and central states, and the 
fowl cholera outbreaks that have pe-
riodically occurred during spring 
among waterfowl in south-central 
Nebraska, are some of the conspicu-
ous avian mortality factors that can be 
observed and documented fairly eas-
ily. For example, persons observing 
at birdfeeders have helped to docu-
ment the spread of eye disease among 
house finches in midwestern and east-
ern states. Accidents such as deaths 
caused by birds flying into windows 
can be avoided or at least ameliorated 
by affixing parallel strips of conspic-
uously colored tape along the inner 
surface of the window (silhouette cut-
outs of owls or hawks do little good) 
or by allowing similar plastic strips 
to hang down freely from the tops of 

https://www.partnersinflight.org/
https://www.partnersinflight.org/
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windows. Free-ranging cats kill mil-
lions of wild birds every year; declaw-
ing pet cats helps to reduce such need-
less mortality.

Members of the Lincoln (Wachiska) 
chapter of the National Audubon So-
ciety organize birding outings, Birda-
thons, rare bird alerts, bird-identifica-
tion classes, prairie preservation and 
appreciation activities, and with Ne-
braska Game and Parks Commission 
personnel plan Christmas Bird Counts 
(4547 Calvert St., Ste. 10, Lincoln, NE 
68506, 402-486-4846, https://www.
wachiskaaudubon.org/). In Omaha, 
similar activities are performed by the 
Audubon Society of Omaha (PO Box 
3542, Omaha, NE 68103, 402-445-
4138, http://audubon-omaha.org/) 
and in Kearney by the Big Bend chap-
ter (PO Box 1575, Kearney, NE 68848) 
helps the Nebraska Audubon staff 
prepare for Kearney’s annual spring 
Crane Festival. There is also a Wildcat 
Audubon chapter in Scottsbluff (PO 
Box 22, Scottsbluff, NE 69363, http://
wildcataudubon.org/), and a Loess 

Hills chapter in Sioux City (PO Box 
5133, Sioux City, IA 51102, http://lhas.
tripod.com/). Phone numbers or con-
tact people for these regional groups 
can be obtained from their websites 
or Audubon Nebraska (PO Box 117, 
Denton, NE, 402-797-2301, http://
ne.audubon.org/). The Audubon staff 
at Spring Creek Prairie Audubon Cen-
ter near Denton also organizes the an-
nual spring Crane Festival in Kearney 
that is held during late March, usually 
during the third weekend.

Establishing and patrolling blue-
bird nest box trails has had a major 
effect on restoring the eastern blue-
bird as a breeding species in Ne-
braska, and has also similarly bene-
fited tree swallows, which readily use 
bluebird boxes. The state-based orga-
nization Bluebirds Across Nebraska is 
the sponsor of this program through-
out the state and is an affiliate of the 
larger national group the North Amer-
ican Bluebird Society. Contact people 
can be reached through the Nebraska 
group’s website (http://bbne.org/).

https://www.wachiskaaudubon.org/
https://www.wachiskaaudubon.org/
http://audubon-omaha.org/
http://wildcataudubon.org/
http://wildcataudubon.org/
http://lhas.tripod.com/
http://lhas.tripod.com/
http://ne.audubon.org/
http://ne.audubon.org/
http://bbne.org/
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Backyard Birding Opportunities

For birders not interested in traveling 
far afield to do their bird-watching, 
many opportunities exist for back-
yard observations. Feeding wild birds 
is an increasingly popular pastime and 
usually allows for close-up viewing of 
many species, especially during win-
ter. Most feeders accommodate large 
sunflower seeds (for cardinals and 
other sparrow-like birds with crush-
ing bills). House sparrows, by the 
way, can be deterred from using such 
feeders by attaching free-hanging 
monofilament lines around their pe-
rimeters. There are also feeders de-
signed to hold small seeds, like this-
tle seed (suitable for goldfinches and 
other small-billed finches), and others 
that dispense sugar water for hum-
mingbirds. Few hummingbirds stop 
in Nebraska except along the Missouri 
River, but once they start to visit a 
feeder they are likely to remember its 
location from season to season.

Several good books on bird feeding 
exist, such as Birds at Your Feeder by 
Erica H. Dunn and Diane L. Tessaglia-
Hymes (Norton, 1999) and Wild About 
Birds: The DNR Bird Feeding Guide by 
Carrol L. Henderson, published in 
1995 by the Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources. Project Feeder-
Watch of Cornell’s Lab of Ornithology 
(mentioned earlier) provides a way of 
contributing useful information about 
backyard birds to a national database.

Just as important as regularly 
maintained feeders is a clean water 
source, such as a birdbath or pool. 
Heated birdbaths, fountains, and pools 
that provide a source of constantly 

dripping or flowing water are espe-
cially attractive to birds. Moving wa-
ter provides a seemingly irresistible 
attraction for many birds, especially 
during migration periods. Although 
“drippers” and “misters” (which spray 
a fine mist on nearby leaves) are com-
mercially available, simple but effec-
tive drippers can be easily made by 
using a one- or two-gallon jug, pok-
ing one or two tiny holes in its lid, 
filling it with water, and hanging it 
above a birdbath, so the water slowly 
drips down to the basin below. Differ-
ent species (such as hummingbirds) 
seem to be more attracted to misters, 
but both are very effective as bird at-
tractants.

Nest boxes offer an additional way 
of attracting birds during the breed-
ing season. These include (especially 
on acreages) bluebird houses, owl 
houses, wood duck houses, and other 
nest sites for hole-nesting birds. Bird 
houses for passerines should have a 
door by which they can be opened 
and cleared out and should be firmly 
attached to a substrate rather than 
hanging from a cord. Various books 
on attracting birds to artificial nest 
sites, such as How to Attract Birds, 
published by Ortho Books and often 
sold in garden supply houses, pro-
vide directions. The Wild Bird Habitat 
Store of Lincoln and Omaha usually 
have this or similar publications, and 
also offer a wide array of bird foods 
and other reference materials.

It is important to know that at-
tracting house wrens to one’s property 
by putting up nest boxes for them will 
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likely cause severe nest losses to other 
small bird species, especially cav-
ity nesters like bluebirds. This prob-
lem is a result of the wrens’ tendency 
to take over other birds’ nests, of-
ten piercing their eggs or even killing 
the young or adults in th process. Be-
cause of this, making an effort to at-
tract house wrens is discouraged, es-
pecially if bluebirds, chickadees, tree 
swallows, and similar cavity-nesting 
species are desired.

Brush piles of dead branches and 
twigs are attractive to many small 
birds because these piles offer protec-

tion from the cold and from certain 
predators, such as accipiter hawks. 
Likewise dead trees, although they 
may be an eyesore or potential haz-
ard on a small lot, are favored by cav-
ity nesters, and on large acreages can 
be very attractive. An excellent hab-
itat-related booklet is Landscaping 
for Wildlife, published in 1987 by the 
Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources. This department has also 
published Woodworking for Wildlife: 
Homes for Birds and Mammals (1992) 
with many nest box designs and con-
struction diagrams.
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Information Sources on Nebraska Birding and Tourism

My self-published A Nebraska Bird-
Finding Guide (Johnsgard, 2005) has 
nearly fifty county maps and lists 
more than four hundred public-access 
birding sites in the state. It is “out of 
print” but may be downloaded for 
free at https://digitalcommons.unl.
edu/biosciornithology/51/ and now 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/ze-
abook/5/. Much of the same infor-
mation on finding birds is also now 
freely available at Nebraska Birding 
Trails, http://nebraskabirdingtrails.
com/. This is an interactive website, 
with many individual site maps as 
well as regional and statewide maps 
and various searching modes. Other 
free downloads of probable value to 
Nebraska birders are:

Birds of the Cedar Point Biologi-
cal Station Area, Keith and Gar-
den Counties, Nebraska: Seasonal 
Occurrence and Breeding Data. 
1996. C. R. Brown, M. B. Brown, 
P. A. Johnsgard, J. Kren, and W. 
C. Scharf. 61 pp. https://digitalc-
ommons.unl.edu/biosciornithol-
ogy/24/

Birds of the Central Platte River Val-
ley and Adjacent Counties. 2013. 
M. B. Brown and P. A. Johnsgard. 
180 pp. https://digitalcommons.
unl.edu/zeabook/15/

A Guide to the Natural History of the 
Central Platte Valley of Nebraska. 
2007. P. A. Johnsgard. 156 pp. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/
biosciornithology/40/

Birding Nebraska’s Central Platte Val-
ley and Rainwater Basin. 2015. P. 
A. Johnsgard. 54 pp. https://digi-
talcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/36/

Birds of the Rainwater Basin, Ne-
braska. 2012. J. G. Jorgensen. Non-
game Bird Program, Nebraska 
Game and Parks Commission. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/
nebgamestaff/55/

Wetland Birds of the Central Plains: 
South Dakota, Nebraska and Kan-
sas. 2012. P. A. Johnsgard. 275 pp. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/
zeabook/8/

Wings over the Great Plains: Bird Mi-
grations in the Central Flyway. 
2012. P. A. Johnsgard. 249 pp. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/
zeabook/13/

Individual county road maps (scale 
1" or ¼" per mile), available from the 
Nebraska Department of Transpo-
ration at https://dot.nebraska.gov/
travel/map-library/county/, are 
also extremely useful when explor-
ing backcountry areas. The Nebraska 
Atlas and Gazetteer is an atlas of 79 
topographic maps of the entire state 
(scale 1:200,000, or ca. 1/3" per mile) 
published by DeLorme. This atlas also 
shows national lands, state parks and 
recreation areas, campgrounds, wild-
life viewing, fishing and hiking areas, 
and other attractions.

The Nebraska Game and Parks 
Commission website (http://outdoor-

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/biosciornithology/51/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/biosciornithology/51/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/5/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/5/
http://nebraskabirdingtrails.com/
http://nebraskabirdingtrails.com/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/biosciornithology/24/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/biosciornithology/24/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/biosciornithology/24/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/15/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/15/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/biosciornithology/40/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/biosciornithology/40/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/36/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/36/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebgamestaff/55/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebgamestaff/55/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/8/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/8/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/13/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/13/
https://dot.nebraska.gov/travel/map-library/county/
https://dot.nebraska.gov/travel/map-library/county/
http://outdoornebraska.gov/
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nebraska.gov/) has much useful infor-
mation for birders. The commission’s 
Public Access Atlas includes maps and 
a list of areas owned or leased by the 
commission in every Nebraska county 
and available for public access and 
recreational use. It can be accessed at 
http://outdoornebraska.gov/publicac-
cessatlas/.

The Nebraska Tourism Commis-
sion (301 Centennial Mall South, Lin-
coln, NE 68509-8907, 402-471-3796, 
https://visitnebraska.com/) can pro-
vide free information on general tour-
ist attractions. Tourism information 
and free state highway maps are also 
available at most I-80 rest areas. Road 
information can be obtained by call-
ing 511 or 800-906-9069 in Nebraska 
(see http://www.511.nebraska.gov/).

The numerous state recreation ar-
eas and state parks typically offer 
highly developed recreational facili-
ties and modern camping. Annual Ne-
braska park entry permits or more 
information can be obtained from 
the Game and Parks Commission at 
http://outdoornebraska.gov/parks/ 
or PO Box 30370, Lincoln, NE 68503 
or calling 402-471-0641.

Nebraska’s rivers are publicly 
owned, but the adjoining shorelines 
are usually in private ownership. Bird-
ing from a canoe is possible on several 
rivers (Niobrara, Dismal, Calamus, 
Missouri, Platte, Republican), but ac-
cess points are often limited. The lon-
gest stretch of river ideal for canoe-
based birding is the 76-mile section of 
the Niobrara designated as a National 
Scenic River. The Platte is too shallow 
over much of its length for good ca-
noeing. Some refuge lakes at Valentine 

National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) also 
offer wonderful birding opportunities 
from a canoe. Those at Crescent Lake 
NWR are closed to these activities.

Most federally owned birding areas 
in Nebraska consist of national historic 
sites, national wildlife refuges, and na-
tional monuments. Federally owned ar-
eas also include waterfowl production 
areas (WPAs). State-owned sites in-
clude state parks, state recreation ar-
eas (SRAs), and wildlife management 
areas (WMAs). Typically no permit is 
needed to enter WPAs or WMAs, but 
annual (or daily) state park entry per-
mits are needed for SRAs, state parks, 
and state historical parks. One Ne-
braska national wildlife refuge (DeSoto 
NWR) also charges a small daily entry 
fee, but the others are free. All state 
wildlife management areas offer free, 
unrestricted birding or other nature 
study opportunities. They sometimes 
provide primitive camping facilities, 
and most are open to seasonal hunt-
ing and fishing.

Nebraska has numbered its 93 
counties relative to their historic pop-
ulation size (1 = largest, 93 = small-
est). The preliminary numbers on car 
licenses correspond to these num-
bers, except for a few eastern coun-
ties (Lancaster, Douglas, and Sarpy), 
for which random three-letter, three-
number combinations are used. The 
state’s emergency highway help line 
is 800-525-5555. Its cellular phone 
hotline is *55. Road reports are avail-
able in-state via 800-906-9069. The 
State Patrol Citizen Band’s call let-
ters are KNE 0911. The statewide 
Nebraska Crime Stoppers number is 
800-422-1494.

http://outdoornebraska.gov/
http://outdoornebraska.gov/publicaccessatlas/
http://outdoornebraska.gov/publicaccessatlas/
https://visitnebraska.com/
http://www.511.nebraska.gov/
http://outdoornebraska.gov/parks/
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Introduction

This relatively brief overview of the 
birds of Nebraska grew out of my re-
search associated with the writing 
of Birds of the Great Plains: Breeding 
Species and Their Distribution (John-
sgard, 1979a). Inasmuch as the only 
previous comprehensive summary of 
Nebraska’s birds, the “Revised Check-
list of Nebraska Birds” (Rapp et al., 
1958) was then about forty years old, 
with a total of only 343 species doc-
umented for the state, it seemed ap-
parent to me that a completely new 
list of birds of the state should be pre-
pared. My 1980 summary initially ap-
peared in photocopied format as A Re-
vised List of the Birds of Nebraska and 
Adjoining Plains States. That survey 
of Nebraska’s birds was updated ev-
ery few years between 1980 and 2010, 
when both digital and print versions 
were published under its present title 
as a Zea Book through the University 
of Nebraska–Lincoln Libraries’ Digi-
talCommons (browse https://digitalc-
ommons.unl.edu/zeabook/).

This present summary of Nebras-
ka’s birds is restricted to those spe-
cies that have been convincingly re-
ported at least once in Nebraska 
from historic time to the present. It 
has been modified in this revision 
to use the most recent classification 
of the American Ornithological Soci-
ety (AOS) Checklist of North Ameri-
can Birds (Chesser et al., 2017), and 
to conform very closely in that regard 
to the most recent Nebraska Ornithol-
ogists’ Union’s (NOU) “Official List of 
the Birds of Nebraska” (Brogie, 2009; 
Nebraska Ornithologists’ Union Re-

cords Committee, 1987–2016, and pe-
riodic updates). I have added one ad-
ditional species (the Pacific wren) to 
the 461 Nebraska species recognized 
by the NOU as of 2017, based on the 
seemingly convincing evidence for a 
single specimen’s mensural traits. Af-
ter this book went into editing (April 
2018) the Nebraska Ornithologists’ 
Union added the Anna’s hummingbird 
to its official list of Nebraska species 
in its periodic updating of taxonomic 
and status changes among Nebraska 
birds (Nebraska Bird Review 85:179–
197, 2018), resulting in a revised total 
state list of 462 species. The Nebraska 
status of the Pacific wren and the re-
cent merger of Thayer’s gull and Ice-
land gull have been addressed.

The most important contemporary 
records of Nebraska’s birds are pub-
lished quarterly in the official jour-
nal of the NOU, the Nebraska Bird 
Review. The seasonal reports in the 
Nebraska Bird Review are by far the 
most complete and most valuable re-
cord of current bird life in Nebraska, 
and fortunately this journal is now 
being archived in the University of 
Nebraska–Lincoln Libraries’ Digi-
talCommons repository (https://dig-
italcommons.unl.edu/nebbirdrev/).

In 2001, a comprehensive Birds of 
Nebraska by Roger Sharpe, Ross Sil-
cock, and Joel Jorgensen was pub-
lished by the University of Nebraska 
Press, but it is now (2018) nearly two 
decades out of date as well as being 
out of print. After this book went into 
editing, the first phase of an online re-
vised version of The Birds of Nebraska 

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/zeabook/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebbirdrev/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebbirdrev/
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(Sharpe, Silcock, & Jorgensen, 2001) 
by Ross Silcock and Joel Jorgensen 
was announced: Birds of Nebraska – 
Online at www.birdsofnebraska.org. 
It allows for species searches by com-
mon or Latin names and provides 
range maps, color photographs, and 
detailed status accounts for each spe-
cies (texts were completed through 
the dove family Columbidae as of 
April 2018).

Because of the remarkable prolif-
eration of new records (and birders) 
since the early 2000s, it was impos-
sible for me to cite individually all of 
the post-2000 records that have been 
published in the Nebraska Bird Review 
except for those I considered most im-
portant. Nor have I included eBird or 
NEBirds reports, as they receive only 
slight if any peer review. Instead, I 
have emphasized recent changes in 
the population status and distribu-
tions of Nebraska’s birds as of early 
2018, based mostly on the Nebraska 
Bird Review. I have also excluded from 
consideration some records of species 
that most probably resulted from es-
capes from captivity. These include 
such exotic species as the Asian man-
darin duck (many reports; free-fly-
ing individuals are rarely seen among 
wild wood duck flocks), the Egyptian 
goose (at least eight reports, perhaps 
coming from a feral Arkansas popula-
tion), the Eurasian ruddy shelduck (a 
few old reports, almost certainly es-
capes from captivity), and the African 
collared-dove (a near relative of the 
invasive Eurasian collared-dove that 
is commonly bred by aviculturists).

The NOU’s official state list of birds 
(461 species as of 2018) is based on 
actual specimen evidence or some 

other convincing basis of each species’ 
proven occurrence in the state. The 
list includes 337 “regular” species, 29 
“casual” species, 90 “accidental” spe-
cies, and 5 extirpated or extinct spe-
cies. I have included 462 species in 
the present list, with the capture and 
banding of the first example of the Pa-
cific wren in Nebraska. I have also in-
cluded in this book a number of other 
records that were not, or have not yet 
been, accepted by the NOU Records 
Committee. Recent Breeding Bird Sur-
veys (Mollhoff, 2016) have shown that 
at least 215 species are breeding in or 
have bred in Nebraska since 2005, and 
the actual number might approach 
225 species.

The taxonomy of the American Or-
nithologists’ Union (AOU) as used in 
the AOU Check-list of North American 
Birds, 7th edition and later supple-
ments through 2017, is followed here. 
Major taxonomic changes in 2017 in-
volved the shifting in sequence of 
many nonpasserine families as a re-
sult of accumulating new molecular 
evidence of basic avian relationships. 
As well, the AOU merged and was re-
named the American Ornithological 
Society (AOS) in 2017.

I have followed the NOU species list 
and AOS sequence at of 2017 (Chesser 
et al., 2017) in this summary, although 
my terms of relative abundance and 
status often differ. Many of the state 
records of relatively rare species oc-
curring since 2000 have not been in-
dividually mentioned in this present 
summary; rarity records through 2000 
were summarized by Sharpe, Silcock, 
& Jorgensen (2001) and since then 
have been documented in the state’s 
“Official” Nebraska bird list, as sum-

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.birdsofnebraska.org&d=DwMFaQ&c=Cu5g146wZdoqVuKpTNsYHeFX_rg6kWhlkLF8Eft-wwo&r=12UU56hwwHbvtdghAL7fNV2vds4z4lqy_aCfKRxb6y0&m=vzzF5K2DrmcV73w6RdB68FmdQqBT-RolwUFFNh1WkLM&s=tVJmZ9YJeYd7M7KiATwEu5gELJeAiJcDNKwZxNP-N_o&e=
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marized periodically in the Nebraska 
Bird Review. Except for the Nebraska 
counties map, all the drawings and 
maps in the book are my own.

The majority of Nebraska’s bird 
species are declining, and one of the 
best lines of evidence on population 
trends is the annual North American 
Breeding Bird Surveys (Sauer et al., 
2017), which began in 1966. Survey-
wide trend data from the most recent 
available summary (1966–2015) are 
used here. I have also included this 
information for nearly all the breed-
ing Nebraska species but because of 
the small sample sizes involved, few 
if any of these state estimates reach 
the level of statistical significance. 
Trends of Nebraska’s waterfowl pop-
ulations are based on annual breed-
ing and midwinter surveys of the US 
Fish and Wildlife Service and the Ca-
nadian Wildlife Service through 2017.

Arrival and departure migration 
data summarized here in most cases 
were based on my summary of Ne-
braska Bird Review data from the 
1930s to the late 1970s, and thus are 
now about a half-century old (Johns-
gard, 1980a, 1980b). Because of cli-
mate change, the median spring ar-
rivals given here should probably be 
adjusted up to about 10 to 15 days ear-
lier, and the fall median departures 
up to about 15 to 30 days later, espe-
cially for waterbirds and shorebirds, 
whose movements are more depen-
dent on ice-free water than changing 
photoperiods and day-to-day temper-
atures, as is more typical of passer-
ines. The arrival dates for insecti-
vores and flower-adapted birds, such 

as hummingbirds, have changed sub-
stantially less than those of water-de-
pendent species, although departure 
dates of hummingbirds have seem-
ingly been delayed by human bird-
feeding activities.

Major changes in early winter (late 
December) distributions of about 200 
species of Great Plains birds develop-
ing over four late twentieth-century 
decades as a likely result of global cli-
mate have been documented earlier 
(Johnsgard, 2007b, 2015c). Nearly 
all of those changes have resulted in 
more northerly December bird distri-
butions, later times of final fall depar-
tures (Expected Late Dates, or ELDs), 
and earlier first spring arrivals (Ex-
pected Early Dates, or EEDs), or over-
wintering.

Nebraska’s overwintering bird pop-
ulations have increased as winters 
have ameliorated in recent decades, 
especially among water-dependent 
species. (Johnsgard, 2006). Until the 
early 1950s only one species of water-
fowl (mallard) had appeared on Lin-
coln’s Audubon Christmas Bird Count 
records. By the early 1970s six duck 
and goose species had been seen, but 
by the late 1990s eight had been re-
ported (Johnsgard, 1998b), and dur-
ing the 2017–18 count, 18 species of 
waterfowl were noted. During the 
53-year period of Lincoln’s Christ-
mas Bird Counts up to 1997 an aver-
age of only 40 species was seen annu-
ally, while during the 2017–18 count 
an overall total of 80 bird species was 
reported, a probable result of both cli-
mate change and greatly increased 
birding activities.
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Vegetation and Topography of Nebraska

Lying near the center of the Great 
Plains of North America, Nebraska has 
a variety of geographic and ecologic 
influences that affect its bird fauna. 
Of its approximately 200 breeding 
species, the largest single compo-
nent is arboreal, or adapted to liv-
ing in trees, woodlands, and forests, 
while limnic (aquatic- and shoreline-
adapted) species make up the second 
largest component. Species primarily 
associated with grasslands compose 
a still smaller breeding component, 
and xeric-adapted forms associated 
with semidesert scrub are the least 
numerous of Nebraska’s birds. Most 
arboreal species of birds, which com-
pose about 45% of the state’s total 
species, are eastern or northern in 
their geographic breeding affinities, 
while a small percentage are western 
or southern in origin. Of the limnic-
adapted forms, which make up about 
32% of the state’s total avifauna, 
many are either northern or wide-
spread (pandemic) in breeding distri-
butional affinities, and a considerable 
proportion of these are only migrants 
in the state (Johnsgard, 1987a).

Although natural grasslands made 
up about 90% of the native vegeta-
tion component in the state (tall-grass 
prairie about 34%, mixed-grass prai-
rie about 32%, and shortgrass steppe 
about 35%, the remaining 9% being 
woodlands and other or transitional 
community types), bird species es-
pecially associated with grasslands 
make up less than 10% of the state’s 
approximately 350 regularly occur-
ring bird species. The remaining 90% 

of Nebraska’s bird species are diverse 
in their ecological breeding require-
ments, such as being dependent on 
water, trees, shrubs, or even topogra-
phy (Johnsgard 2001b, 2008a).

The surface topography of Ne-
braska is primarily that of a slightly 
inclined plane, sloping from west to 
east at an average gradient of about 
nine feet per mile. The state’s eleva-
tions range from more than 5,000 feet 
in the Panhandle region to about 825 
feet in the extreme southeast. Pre-
cipitation likewise increases from 
the northwest to the southeast, from 
about 15 to 33 inches of total annual 
precipitation. The two largest river 
valleys in the state are the Missouri 
Valley and the Platte Valley, which 
both tend to be quite broad and fairly 
shallow, while the Niobrara Valley in 
the northern part of the state tends 
to be deeper and narrower, the shore-
lines often lined with steep bluffs. 
Bluffs and escarpments are also typ-
ical of the Pine Ridge region of the 
northern Panhandle, the Wildcat Hills 
in Scotts Bluff and Banner counties, 
and the upper portions of the North 
Platte Valley (Fig. 1).

In its original state, probably about 
90% of the land area of Nebraska was 
covered by native grasslands (Fig. 2). 
Major grassland components are the 
tall-grass bluestem prairie of the east-
ern third of the state, the mixed-grass 
prairie generally lying to the west of 
the tall-grass prairies, and the far-
western shortgrass steppe. Of the 
state’s total land area of 77,510 square 
miles, about 19,000 square miles com-
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prise the Sandhills grasslands, which 
are generally considered to be part 
of the mixed-grass prairie. Minor or 
transitional communities include the 
sandsage prairie of southwestern Ne-
braska, the Kansas mixed-grass prai-
rie of the southernmost counties of 
Nebraska, the shortgrass Dakota prai-
rie of the Pine Ridge region, and the 
shortgrass steppe of the high plains 
in western Nebraska. Nebraska’s ter-
restrial plant communities were de-
scribed by Steinauer and Rolfsmeier 
(2003) and by Johnsgard (2001a). The 
state’s wetland communities and their 
associated aquatic-based fauna were 
described by Johnsgard (2012g). The 
vascular flora of Nebraska was mono-
graphed by Kaul, Sutherland, and 
Rolfsmeier (2001).

About 30 to 35 species of North 
American birds are ecologically as-
sociated with native North American 
grasslands and represent a “guild” of 
species that has declined in popula-
tion more greatly and consistently 
than any other group of ecologically 
definable avians (Johnsgard, 2001b). 
At least eight species of Nebraska 
birds have become extirpated or prob-
ably extirpated as an apparent result 
of human activities since settlement 

times, and many relatively ecologi-
cally specialized species have under-
gone considerable retraction of num-
bers and ranges, as wetlands have 
disappeared and natural vegetation 
has given way to agriculture, urban-
ization, and other disturbances.

In contrast, many generalist spe-
cies, such as various “blackbirds” 
(including starlings and cowbirds) 
and crows, have benefited from 
these same changes. Some ecological 
changes, such as the increasing devel-
opment of riparian woodlands along 
the Platte and other river systems 
crossing the plains have also facili-
tated east-to-west range expansion in 
forest-adapted birds. Reservoirs such 
as Lake McConaughy have attracted 
many new water-dependent species 
(especially gulls) to the state in re-
cent years. The appearance of some 
other non-water-dependent species on 
the Nebraska list has been influenced 
by urbanization. Urbanization has fa-
vored edge-adapted (“backyard”) spe-
cies, scavengers, and human-adapted 
species. Thus, increased bird-feeding 
activities by the general public has re-
sulted in an increase in the number 
and abundance of hummingbird spe-
cies.
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Figure 1. Landforms of Nebraska. After a map by the University of Nebraska 
Conservation and Survey Division.

44



45



Grass-dominated communities
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Communities dominated by deciduous or coniferous trees

Rocky Mountain forest

Rocky Mountain-deciduous transition zone

Eastern deciduous forest

Floodplain forest and prairie

Figure 2. Native vegetation of Nebraska. After a map by Robert Kaul.
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Figure 3. Nebraska counties
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Definitions of Terms Used in the Text

Terms of Temporal Occurrence

Permanent resident – Present 
throughout the year and presum-
ably breeding.

Summer resident – Present during the 
summer, presumably breeding, but 
migrating out of the state for part 
of the year.

Migrant – Passing through the state in 
spring or fall or both, but normally 
not remaining through summer or 
winter. The term “straggler” is used 
for rare migrants, or individuals of 
regular migrant species that some-
times remain in the state beyond 
their normal period.

Vagrant – Refers to species normally 
resident or migratory in other re-
gions, individuals of which some-
times stray well outside their range 
and are of accidental occurrence in 
the state.

Winter visitor – Species normally 
present in the area only between 
November l and May 1. The term 
“late winter visitor or spring mi-
grant” refers to those species usu-
ally not appearing until mid-Janu-
ary and sometimes remaining until 
late May.

Terms of Relative Abundance

Abundant – Present in such numbers 
that large numbers are likely to be 
encountered daily during the proper 
season and in appropriate habitats.

Common – Present in such numbers 
that several are likely to be encoun-
tered daily during the proper season 
and in appropriate habitats.

Uncommon – A few are likely to be 
seen each year by visiting the ap-
propriate habitats.

Occasional – Not observed every year 
but reported more than 50 times in 
the state.

Rare – Up to 50 state records for the 
species exist.

Extremely rare – Six to 25 state re-
cords for the species exist. “Very 
rare” is a comparable term but is 
not based on a precise count of re-
cords.

Accidental – Up to five state records 
for the species exist.

Hypothetical – Evidence of occurrence 
in the state is still inadequate.

Extirpated – The species rarely if ever 
now occurs in the state but once 
was more numerous.

Extinct – The species is no longer alive 
anywhere.

Terms of Geographic or Ecological 
Distribution 

Arboreal – The species is associated 
with woodlands and forests.

Endemic – The species is essentially 
limited to a particular region or 
habitat.

Limnic – The species is associated with 
aquatic environments.

Montane – The species is associated 
with mountains.

Pandemic – The species has a wide 
distribution, sometimes throughout 
the entire continent.

Pelagic – The species is associated 
with open oceans.

Xeric – The species is associated with 
deserts or dry climates.
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List of Nebraska Bird Species

Family Tinamidae 
(Tinamous)

(Elegant [Crested] Tinamou) 
Eudromia elegans
This species was unsuccessfully intro-
duced into Nebraska. Birds of this spe-
cies were released in Dundy County in 
1970. There were no sightings after 
approximately five months following 
release (Nebraska Bird Review 39:39).

Œ
Family Anatidae 

(Waterfowl)

Black-bellied Whistling-Duck 
Dendrocygna autumnalis
Extremely rare. A male black-bellied 
whistling-duck shot near Ong, Clay 
County, on October 29, 1989, was the 
first state record (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 58:91), and two were later seen 
in Lancaster County in 1993 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 61:136). There were 19 
total state records as of 2017, 16 of 
which have occurred since 2000 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 82:58). Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
increase (5.48% annually) during 
that period, and the species’ breeding 
range in the Gulf Coast region has ex-
panded greatly.

Emperor Goose 
Anser canagica
Accidental. An emperor goose speci-
men was found dead at Harvard Wa-
terfowl Production Area during the 
spring of 1997 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 66:149, 153). Most extralim-
ital records of this Alaskan and Asian 
species have occurred in the Pacific 
Northwest; the nearest breeding area 
is on coastal tundra in Alaska.

Snow Goose 
Anser caerulescens
The snow goose is an abundant spring 
and fall migrant throughout Nebraska, 
less common westwardly and most 
abundant in the Missouri River valley, 
central Platte Valley, and Rainwater 
Basin (Vrtiska & Sullivan, 2009). The 
bluish morph (“blue goose”) and less 
common intermediate (heterozygotic) 
types compose about a third of the to-
tal population in eastern Nebraska but 
are much less frequent westward. Mi-
grants are abundant throughout the 
Great Plains during spring and fall, 
particularly in the Missouri River val-
ley, which supported a midcontinental 
population of about 5 million birds in 
the early 2000s. The nearest breeding 
area of this species is on coastal tun-
dra in northern Manitoba.

Migration: Thirty-six initial spring 
sightings range from January 8 to 
March 28, with a median of March 
9. Twenty-six final spring sightings 
are from March 6 to May 20, with a 
median of April 20. Forty initial fall 
sightings are from August 19 to De-
cember 16, with a median of October 
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4. Thirty-eight final fall sightings are 
from October 26 to December 31, with 
a median of December 2.

Habitats: Marshes, sloughs, river-
bottom meadows, and croplands such 
as corn fields are used on migration. 
Lakes or reservoirs near croplands are 
also utilized.

Comments: Snow geese in the Great 
Plains have increased tremendously 
in the past few decades; the current 
Central Flyway population of about 
10 million birds is more than the tun-
dra breeding grounds can support 
(Johns gard, 2010c, 2016b). This situ-
ation caused the US Fish and Wildlife 
Service to relax hunting seasons and 
expanded daily bag limits to some-
thing approaching “all you can stack 
in a pickup.” The resulting carnage to 
snow geese, and the careless killing 
of and disruptions to many nontar-
get birds, has done almost nothing to 
stop the population growth in snow 
geese and Ross’s geese. Snow and 
Ross’s geese in Nebraska have also 
increasingly shifted their migration 
route somewhat farther west, from 
the Missouri River valley to the cen-
tral Platte River valley, especially dur-
ing spring. Peak numbers at DeSoto 
National Wildlife Refuge sometimes 
reached up to 800,000 birds until 
about two decades ago, but currently 
few snow geese stop there, and as 
many as 1.5 million to 2 million snow 
geese instead concentrate in March on 
large Rainwater Basin marshes, such 
as the Harvard and Funk Waterfowl 
Production Areas (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 85:58). The estimated 2017 con-
tinental midcontinent population for 
white geese (snow and Ross’s geese) 
was 3.47 million birds, with a ten-

year upward trend of 4% annually 
(US Fish and Wildlife Service, 2017).

Ross’s Goose 
Anser rossii
Ross’s goose is an increasingly com-
mon to abundant spring and fall mi-
grant in the state. It is especially com-
mon each spring among snow goose 
flocks in the Rainwater Basin wetlands 
(Vrtiska & Sullivan, 2009), at Platts-
mouth Game Management Area in 
Cass County, and in many other east-
ern and Platte Valley counties, typi-
cally in the company of snow geese. 
Ross’s geese composed an estimated 
2% of the 1,200 snow and Ross’s 
geese carcasses killed by a tornado 
passing near York on March 13, 1990 
(NEBRASKAland 68(2): 34–41, 1991). 
A similar percentage was judged to 
be in a 2017 flock of 1,074,080 snow 
geese, or 21,482 birds (Nebraska Bird 
Review 85:6). Ross’s geese currently 
(2018) probably make up about 3% 
to 5% of Nebraska snow goose flocks, 
and up to 10% has been estimated 
(Nebraska Bird Review 84:158; Johns-
gard, 2016b). The nearest breeding 
area of this species is on coastal tun-
dra in northern Manitoba.

Migration: Six spring migration re-
cords are from March 10 to April 13, 
with a mean of March 29. Five fall re-
cords are from November 10 to De-
cember 22, with a mean of November 
26. These small samples are less help-
ful than those that are much larger for 
snow geese, with which Ross’s geese 
usually migrate.

Habitats: Ross’s geese occupy the 
same habitats as snow geese.

Comments: These tiny geese are 
easily overlooked among the vast 
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flocks of snow geese with which they 
associate. At least seven blue-morph 
Ross’s geese or Ross’s × snow goose 
hybrids have been reported in the 
state (Nebraska Bird Review 66:19, 
82:14, 83:58, 85:58). It is likely that 
these geese were hybrids, the genes 
probably entering the gene pool via 
hybridization with blue-morph snow 
geese, rather than Ross’s goose mu-
tants (Johnsgard, 2014). Two captive-
raised hybrids support that position, 
these birds differing most obviously 
from typical Ross’s geese by lacking 
caruncles along the basal sides of the 
bill, which is grayish blue rather than 
pale blue there, and in having definite 
if narrow black “grinning patches” 
along the mandibular edges.

Based on distances between the 
measurement extremes of the paren-
tal species, adult male hybrids are 
likely to have culmen lengths (dor-
sal bill profile distances) of 47–52 
mm, flattened wing lengths (the dis-
tance from the “wrist” to the tip of the 
folded wing’s longest primary) of 411–
427 mm, and average fall weights of 
3.3–4.75 pounds (1.5–2.15 kg). Adult 
female hybrids are likely to have cul-
men lengths of 42–49 mm, flattened 
wing lengths of 381–426 mm, and av-
erage fall weights of 2.75–4.25 pounds 
(1.25–1.9 kg) (various sources).

The estimated 2017 continental 
midcontinent population for combined 
snow and Ross’s geese was 3.47 mil-
lion birds, and an additional 624,000 
Ross’s geese were estimated (US Fish 
and Wildlife Service, 2017). Assuming 
Ross’s geese composed at least 5% of 
the combined midcontinent flocks, 
there would have been a population of 
about 800,000 Ross’s geese in 2017.

Greater White-fronted Goose 
Anser albifrons
The greater white-fronted goose is 
a common spring and fall migrant 
throughout Nebraska, becoming 
abundant in the central Platte Valley 
and Rainwater Basin. Migrants occur 
throughout the Great Plains but are 
more common in western and cen-
tral regions than toward the east. The 
nearest breeding area of this species is 
on coastal tundra in northern Nunavut.

Migration: Twenty-nine initial 
spring sightings are from February 12 
to May 12, with a median of March 12. 
Seventeen final spring sightings are 
from March 23 to May 18, with a me-
dian of April 14. Nineteen initial fall 
sightings are from September 14 to 
November 21, with a median of Octo-
ber 23. Fifteen final fall sightings are 
from October 12 to December 29, with 
a median of November 6.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with large marshes, shallow lakes, 
wide rivers with bars and islands, 
and adjacent agricultural grain fields. 
It breeds in high Arctic tundra, often 
near colonies of snow geese, but it is 
not a colonial nester.

Comments: This beautiful North 
American “gray” goose, often called 
“specklebelly” by hunters, concen-
trates in the Platte Valley in spring, 
with estimates during the late 1900s 
of up to about 80% of the entire mid-
continent population then concen-
trated within the state. More recently 
it has seemingly become much less 
common in spring in Nebraska than 
it was in the 1960s, and national pop-
ulation surveys support this view. The 
estimated 2017 midcontinent popula-
tion of greater white-fronted geese 



54

TA I G A B E A N G O O S E A NAT I DA E

was 156,000 birds, with a preceding 
ten-year downward trend of 1% an-
nually (US Fish and Wildlife Service, 
2017).

Taiga Bean Goose 
Anser fabalis
Accidental. This rare Asian goose, the 
taiga bean goose, was photographed 
at DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge 
from December 29, 1984, to January 
10, 1985 (Nebraska Bird Review 53:3). 
It was also reported April 4, 1998, at 
Funk Waterfowl Production Area (Bro-
gie, 1999). This goose is a casual vis-
itor to Alaska but is extremely rare 
elsewhere in North America. It is of-
ten considered conspecific with the 
more northerly breeding tundra bean 
goose (A. serrirostris) of Arctic Sibe-
ria, but the taiga been goose breeds in 
the boreal forest (taiga) zone.

(Pink-footed Goose) 
Anser brachyrhynchus
Hypothetical. A pink-footed goose 
photographed at Harvard Waterfowl 
Production Area, January 30, 2006, 
was judged by the NOU rarities com-
mittee as unproven to have been from 
a wild bird (Nebraska Bird Review 
75:91). However, very few if any pink-
footed geese are being kept in captiv-
ity by aviculturists in North America, 
and vagrants of the species have been 
seen recently in Maine, Pennsylvania, 
and especially Newfoundland, where 
it has been reported at least eight 
times. It breeds in eastern Greenland, 
Iceland, and Svalbard.

Brant 
Branta bernicla
Extremely rare. Besides some early 

records for Buffalo and Hamilton 
counties, recent sightings of this 
small coastal goose are from Web-
ster (1960), Nemaha (1959), Adams 
(1957), and Kearney counties (1998). 
The brant was considered a rare fall 
migrant at Lake McConaughy, with re-
cords by Roche (1994) from Novem-
ber and December (Brown, Dinsmore, 
& Brown, 2012). There are records for 
both the eastern (bernicla) and west-
ern (nigricans) taxa, with at least 
four records for the latter (Nebraska 
Bird Review 79:49). As of 2015 there 
had been 15 Nebraska reports of this 
coastal tundra breeding goose (Ne-
braska Bird Review 83:7). The near-
est breeding area is in northern Man-
itoba and Nunavut.

Cackling Goose 
Branta hutchinsii
The cackling goose is a common to 
abundant spring (mid-February to late 
March) and fall (early October to early 
December) migrant, especially in the 
central Platte Valley, with overwin-
tering increasingly common in cen-
tral and western regions. Swenk (Ne-
braska Bird Review 2:103–116, 1934) 
identified 17 of 404 Nebraska-shot 
Canada goose specimens as hutchin-
sii. Typical hutchinsii types are very 
common in the Rainwater Basin (Ne-
braska Bird Review 74:99–105), and 
their wintering regions include south-
western Nebraska and adjacent west-
ern Kansas (Johnsgard, 2016b) This 
tiny goose breeds in coastal tun-
dra habitats from western Alaska to 
northeastern Canada (Nunavut) and 
has been increasing in population for 
several decades. Its great similarity to 
the smallest races of the Canada goose 
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pose problems for species identifica-
tion in the field, but the ratio of its 
culmen-to-wing length ratio seems 
to be diagnostic for identification of 
birds in the hand (Johnsgard, 2016b). 
The estimated 2017 Central Flyway 
and Arctic nesting population of cack-
ling geese was 3.76 million birds, with 
a preceding ten-year downward trend 
of 1% annually (US Fish and Wildlife 
Service, 2017).

Canada Goose 
Branta canadensis
The Canada goose is a common to 
abundant migrant throughout Ne-
braska, with widespread breeding 
and local overwintering. Canada geese 
have been released widely, and breed-
ing now occurs throughout the state. 
Overwintering is now normal in the 
Platte Valley (Vrtiska and Lyman, 
2004) and in some cities, especially 
among birds of the larger races. These 
large geese include intergrades of B. c. 
maxima and B. c. moffitti, and possi-
bly also of B. c. interior (Nebraska Bird 
Review 74:99–105).

Migration: Forty-five initial spring 
sightings are from January 4 to April 
3, with a median of March 27. Forty-
one final spring sightings are from 
March 19 to May 30, with a median 
of April 28. Fifty-four final fall sight-
ings are from October 18 to Decem-
ber 31, with a median of December 
10. Spring counts often number more 
than 100,000 statewide.

Habitats: Migrant birds are found 
on large marshes, lakes or reservoirs, 
and nearby grain fields. Breeding is 
typical on prairie marshes, or some-
times on larger lakes with islands or 
muskrat houses. Seven nests of this 

species were discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting 
was confirmed in 142 survey blocks, 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in 30 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001, 2016).

Comments: These familiar geese 
have become widespread breeders 
in Nebraska in recent years, having 
adapted to small farm ponds and city 
park lagoons as well as Sandhills wet-
lands, largely as a result of captive 
rearing and release programs of the 
Nebraska Game and Parks Commis-
sion about a half-century ago. Smaller 
races that breed in Canada are also 
abundant migrants through the state, 
and up to 100,000 may winter in ice-
free locations. Separating Canadas 
from the newly recognized cackling 
goose in Nebraska under field condi-
tions is often very difficult. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
increase (9.17% annually) during that 
period, with Nebraska showing an es-
timated and notably 13.58% rate of 
annual increase, based on 29 survey 
routes, the highest rate of increase 
for any Nebraska waterfowl species. 
The estimated 2017 western prairie 
and Great Plains population of Can-
ada geese was 1.35 million birds, with 
a preceding ten-year upward trend of 
4% annually (US Fish and Wildlife 
Service, 2017).

Barnacle Goose 
Branta leucopsis
Accidental. An apparently wild bar-
nacle goose was shot in Otoe County 
during November of 1968 (Nebraska 
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Bird Review 37:2). A presumed es-
caped captive was also seen in 1998 
(Nebraska Bird Review 66:34). Most 
North American sightings of this Ice-
landic-breeding goose have occurred 
east of Illinois, but it has been re-
ported as far west as Colorado and 
New Mexico.

Mute Swan 
Cygnus olor
This familiar introduced European 
species has recently (2017) been ac-
cepted to Nebraska’s state list, owing 
to the increasing numbers of seem-
ingly wild birds being reported (Ne-
braska Bird Review 84:6). Many mute 
swan sightings have almost certainly 
been of escaped captives, and so far 
no breeding by certainly wild birds 
has been noted (Nebraska Bird Review 
76:132, 77:49, 82:155). However, it is 
very likely that such will occur soon, 
if it has not already, since the feral 
Great Lakes population of mute swans 
has been substantially expanding and 
increasing, with recent records occur-
ring west to eastern Iowa (Johnsgard, 
2016a; Brogie, Silcock, & Jorgensen, 
2016). Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population increase (1.79% an-
nually) during that period.

Trumpeter Swan 
Cygnus buccinator
The trumpeter swan is a rare spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska 
and a local summer resident in the 
Sandhills. Probable pair or family-
group migrants have also been ob-
served in many western and south-
ern counties. This species originally 

nested in the state but was extirpated 
and apparently absent until the late 
1960s, when recolonization occurred 
as a result of releases made in South 
Dakota. Nesting has since occurred 
in many Sandhills lakes, mainly in 
Cherry and Grant counties but with 
breeding-season usage also reported 
from marshes in Sheridan, Garden, 
and Brown counties. By 1995 the Ne-
braska population totaled about 150 
birds, and the northern Plains popu-
lation has since continued to increase 
(Vrtiska & Comeau, 2009). There were 
seven confirmed nestings during the 
1984–89 atlasing period (Mollhoff, 
2001). No nests of this species were 
described in detail during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, but nesting was con-
firmed in 15 survey blocks, as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 7 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001). Of 32 nesting habitats, 
more than half were wetlands of more 
than 100 acres (Mollhoff, 2016).

Migration: Eight spring sightings 
are from January 24 to May 23, with 
a mean of March 28. Six fall sight-
ings are from August 10 to November 
7, with a mean of October 6. Major 
wintering areas are at Crescent Lake 
National Wildlife Refuge, Lake Ogal-
lala, Calamus Reservoir, and DeSoto 
National Wildlife Refuge (Nebraska 
Bird Review 84:7, 85:6). Small num-
bers also often winter at Carter Lake, 
near Omaha.

Habitats: Migrants are found on 
lakes, large marshes, and impound-
ments. Breeding occurs on large shal-
low marshes or lakes having abun-
dant submerged vegetation, emergent 
plants, and stable water levels. Wet-
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lands used during the breeding season 
average about 180 acres, with about 
75% open water and having slight to 
(infrequently) medium salinity levels.

Comments: This is the heaviest of 
all Nebraska’s birds, and perhaps the 
most regal. These swans prefer to nest 
on large Sandhills marshes having a 
substantial amount of freedom from 
human disturbance or other nearby 
pairs. The birds are only slightly mi-
gratory, sometimes moving south as 
far as Kansas during winter, but most 
are replaced by others from farther 
north. Birds seen in the easternmost 
parts of Nebraska probably are mostly 
associated with the increasingly large 
Minnesota breeding population, which 
now extends south into Iowa and 
which probably winter mostly in Mis-
souri (Johnsgard, 2016e). During the 
most recent trumpeter swan survey 
of 2015, 63,000 adult and subadults 
were counted by the North American 
Trumpeter Swan Society, as compared 
with 2,600 that were counted during 
the first (1968) survey (US Fish and 
Wildlife Service, 2017).

Tundra Swan 
Cygnus columbianus
The tundra swan is an uncommon or oc-
casional spring and fall migrant in Ne-
braska, primarily in eastern and north-
eastern areas, but it has been observed 
as far west as Garden and Dawes coun-
ties, usually in company with trumpeter 
swans. It is a regular and common mi-
grant in the northern portions of the 
Great Plains. The nearest breeding area 
of this species is on coastal tundra in 
northeastern Manitoba.

Migration: Twenty spring sightings 
range from January 1 to May 15, with a 

median of March 27. Eleven fall sight-
ings are from October 21 to December 
14, with a median of November 22.

Habitats: Shallow lakes, marshes, 
and adjacent flooded fields are used 
by migrants.

Comments: Previously known as 
the whistling swan, this species’ new 
name reflects a merger with the Be-
wick’s swan of the Old World, and 
“tundra” describes its breeding habi-
tat very well. Few tundra swans pass 
through Nebraska while migrating 
from Canadian breeding areas. They 
either turn southeast after enter-
ing eastern North Dakota and head 
down the Minnesota River valley to-
ward mid-Atlantic coast wintering 
grounds, with a few sometimes enter-
ing eastern Nebraska (eastern popu-
lation), or they head southwest from 
western North Dakota toward win-
tering grounds in Utah and Califor-
nia (western population) (Johnsgard, 
2016e). The estimated 2017 eastern 
population of tundra swans based 
on midwinter surveys was 119,300 
birds, which was 5% above the pre-
vious year’s total of 113,000 (US Fish 
and Wildlife Service, 2017).

Wood Duck 
Aix sponsa
The wood duck is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and a summer resi-
dent in eastern Nebraska but is less 
common westwardly, becoming infre-
quent in the Panhandle and Sandhills. 
Breeding was originally limited to the 
Missouri River’s forested valley and 
the lower portions of the Platte Valley, 
probably west to about Kearney. How-
ever, this species is significantly ex-
tending its range westward, and prob-
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able family groups have been seen as 
far west as Box Butte Reservoir; Gar-
den, Dawes, and Scotts Bluff coun-
ties, and the North Platte River valley. 
Breeding mainly occurs in the eastern 
half of the Great Plains, and most mi-
grants are also found in this region.

Migration: Sixty-nine initial spring 
sightings are from January 17 to June 
7, with a median of March 28. Half 
of the sightings fall within the pe-
riod March 13 to April 8. Thirty-five 
final fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 10 to December 31, with a median 
of October 21. Half of the records fall 
within the period October 3–30.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is associated with tree-lined 
rivers, creeks, oxbows, and lakes, and 
it usually breeds near slow-moving 
rivers, sloughs, or ponds where large 
trees are found (Johnsgard, 2017a). 
No nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, but 
nesting was confirmed in 100 survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as compared 
with confirmed nestings in 84 blocks 
during the first survey (Mollhoff, 
2001). Stray mandarin ducks (Aix ga-
lericulata) sometimes appear among 
wood duck flocks and are presumed 
escapes from captivity (Nebraska Bird 
Review 81:54; personal observations).

Comments: Wood ducks have be-
come much more widespread and 
common in Nebraska recently, both 
because of nest-box erection programs 
and also the increasing growth and 
maturation of riverine forests along 
major river systems. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population in-

crease (1.63% annually) during that 
period, with Nebraska showing an 
estimated 6.26% rate of annual in-
crease, the second-highest rate of in-
crease for any Nebraska waterfowl 
species.

Garganey 
Spatula querquedula
Accidental. A male of this Eurasian 
species was seen on March 28, 1998, 
in Kearney County, and probably the 
same garganey was later seen in Hall 
County, March 29 to April 5, 1998 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 66:35, 149). This 
species is barely a member of the 
“blue-winged ducks” that include the 
shovelers and is now taxonomically 
recognized as Spatula; it is instead 
structurally and behaviorally transi-
tional to the typical Anas assemblage 
(Johnsgard, 2017a).

Blue-winged Teal 
Spatula discors
This species is an abundant spring and 
fall migrant and common summer res-
ident throughout Nebraska. Migrant 
blue-winged teal occur throughout the 
Great Plains, and breeding is regular 
in all but the southernmost regions.

Migration: Sixty-eight initial 
spring sightings range from February 
10 to June 1, with a median of April 2. 
Half of the sightings fall within the 
period March 28 to April 10. Eighty-
eight final fall sightings are from Au-
gust 19 to December 31, with a median 
of October 10. Half of the records fall 
within the period September 24 to Oc-
tober 23.

Habitats: Migrants are found on 
generally shallow ponds, ditches, 
marshes, and the like and rarely occur 
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in deep open water. Breeding is typi-
cally in marshes surrounded by native 
prairies and grassy sedge meadows.

Comments: This bird is the com-
monest migrant teal in the state, and 
one of the latest duck species to ar-
rive in spring, owing to its long mi-
gration from wintering grounds some-
times as far away as northern South 
America. It is also probably the most 
common breeding duck in Nebraska, 
but few remain long in the fall, the 
birds usually departing shortly after 
the first freezing weather. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
increase (0.49% annually) during that 
period, with Nebraska showing an es-
timated 1.43% rate of annual increase. 
The estimated 2017 continental pop-
ulation of blue-winged teal based on 
the traditional US and Canada survey 
route was 7.89 million birds, which 
was 57%  above the preceding long-
term average of 5.03 million (US Fish 
and Wildlife Service, 2017).

Cinnamon Teal 
Spatula cyanoptera
The cinnamon teal is an uncommon 
spring and fall migrant in the west-
ern half of Nebraska, becoming rarer 
eastwardly, but it has been observed 
as far east as Sarpy and Dakota coun-
ties, with about 40 eastern records as 
of 2013 (Nebraska Bird Review 81:55). 
It is probably a local summer resident 
but confusion with the blue-winged 
teal during that time makes the spe-
cies’ breeding status unclear. The 
birds are regularly present at Crescent 
Lake during the summer, and there is 
a fairly recent nesting record for Gar-

den County (Mollhoff, 2001). Breed-
ing has also been reported at Facus 
Springs (now the Chet and Jane Fleis-
bach Wildlife Management Area) in 
Morrill County. It has also bred in sev-
eral other Great Plains states, espe-
cially toward the southwest.

Migration: Sixty-two initial spring 
sightings are from January 9 to June 6, 
with a median of April 26. Half of the 
sightings fall within the period April 
8 to May 10. Six fall records are from 
July 13 to November 14, with a mean 
of September 19.

Habitats: This species occupies the 
same if slightly more alkaline habitats 
as does the blue-winged teal in Ne-
braska and usually is found in flocks 
of that species.

Comments: Persons wanting to see 
this beautiful duck should consider 
visiting Crescent Lake National Wild-
life Refuge in June, when as many as 
six to eight males might be seen on a 
good day. Females are difficult to dis-
tinguish from female blue-winged teal 
but have somewhat longer bills and 
are generally more uniformly brown-
ish, and tawny rather than white on 
the cheeks and throat. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population 
decline (2.97% annually) during that 
period.

Northern Shoveler 
Spatula clypeata
The northern shoveler is a common to 
abundant spring and fall migrant, and 
a common to uncommon summer res-
ident in Nebraska. Breeding is most 
frequent in the Sandhills region and 
decreases southeastwardly. It is a mi-
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grant throughout the Great Plains and 
breeds locally except in the southern 
and southeastern portions.

Migration: Seventy initial spring 
sightings are from January 27 to June 
6, with a median of March 23. Half 
of the sightings fall within the pe-
riod March 11–30. Sixty-two final 
fall sightings range from September 
5 to December 31, with a median of 
November 4. Half of the records fall 
within the period October 20 to No-
vember 20.

Habitats: Migrants use aquatic 
habitats rich in zooplankton and phy-
toplankton, and during the nesting 
season the birds favor shallow prai-
rie marshes rich in those food sources. 
Non-wooded shorelines are preferred 
over those that are wooded, and mud-
bottom ponds are also apparently 
preferentially used.

Comments: Although shovelers 
are generally avoided by hunters be-
cause of their reputed poor taste and 
the enlarged bill, the species’ bill is 
a marvelously adapted structure, al-
lowing the birds to strain plankton-
sized materials from a wetland’s sur-
face water by pumping it out the sides 
of the bill. In spring the males are one 
of the state’s most attractively plum-
aged waterfowl. They arrive late, at 
about the time the blue-winged teals 
also appear, and males are soon ac-
tively engaged in aquatic head-pump-
ing displays and noisy display flights. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the shoveler 
population collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population increase 
(2.0% annually) during that period, 
whereas Nebraska had a somewhat 
questionable estimated 2.07% rate 

of annual decline, based on 20 survey 
routes. The estimated 2017 continen-
tal population of shovelers based on 
the traditional US and Canada survey 
route was 4.35 million birds, which 
was 69% above the preceding long-
term average of 2.57 million (US Fish 
and Wildlife Service, 2017).

Gadwall 
Mareca strepera
This species is a common to abun-
dant spring and fall migrant, and 
a common summer resident in Ne-
braska, primarily breeding north of 
the North Platte River and especially 
in the Sandhills. It also nests south to 
the Rainwater Basin of Clay and ad-
jacent counties. Breeding also occurs 
widely in the Dakotas and western 
Minnesota.

Migration: The range of 48 initial 
spring sightings is from January 3 to 
June 8, with a median of March 28. 
Half the records fall within the pe-
riod March 6 to April 8. Fifty final fall 
sightings range from October 4 to De-
cember 31, with a median of Novem-
ber 21. Half of the records fall within 
the period November 2 to December 2.

Habitats:  Migrants are nor-
mally found in shallow marshes and 
sloughs, and sometimes on deeper 
waters such as lakes and reservoirs. 
Nesting occurs preferentially on shal-
low prairie marshes, especially those 
having grassy or weedy islands or 
surrounding weedy cover. Four nests 
of this species were discovered dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, and nest-
ing was confirmed in one survey block 
(Mollhoff, 2016), as compared with 
confirmed nestings in 8 blocks dur-
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ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).
Comments: The common name 

“gray duck” is often used by hunt-
ers and fits the bird well; it is often 
overlooked by birders whose eyes are 
first attracted to the more brilliantly 
plumaged duck species. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population in-
crease (2.66% annually) during that 
period, whereas Nebraska had an es-
timated 4.34% rate of annual decline, 
based on a small sample of nine sur-
vey routes. It is unfortunate that the 
gadwall has recently been shifted tax-
onomically into the weakly defined 
genus Mareca with the wigeons; many 
lines of evidence indicate that it is a 
typical Anas, and a near relative of the 
falcated duck (Anas falcata) (Johns-
gard, 2017a). The estimated 2017 con-
tinental population of gadwalls based 
on the traditional US and Canada 
survey route was 2.77 million birds, 
which was 6% above the preceding 
long-term average of 2.62 million (US 
Fish and Wildlife Service, 2017).

Eurasian Wigeon 
Mareca penelope
Rare spring Eurasian vagrant. Be-
sides a single old specimen record 
from Cuming County (Bruner, Wol-
cott, & Swenk, 1904), this species was 
reported in Adams County in March 
1955 and Lincoln County in Novem-
ber 1966, and it has been observed 
at Valentine National Wildlife Refuge 
in Cherry County. It has also been re-
ported from Cedar and Clay counties 
(Brogie, 1997) and Thayer County 
(Nebraska Bird Review 73:81). Most 
records are for March and April; the 

latest is May 2. Fall plumages are very 
difficult to distinguish from those of 
the American wigeon. In recent years 
reports suggest the species is a regu-
lar spring migrant, especially in the 
Rainwater Basin. As of 2011 there 
were at least 30 Nebraska spring re-
cords (Nebraska Bird Review 79:49). 
One probable hybrid Eurasian × Amer-
ican wigeon has been reported in Ne-
braska (Nebraska Bird Review 66:35).

American Wigeon 
Mareca americana
The American wigeon is a common to 
locally abundant spring and fall mi-
grant throughout Nebraska, and a lo-
cal and generally uncommon breeder 
that seems mostly confined to the 
northwestern parts of the Sandhills 
(south and east to Garden and Holt 
counties). It is a migrant through the 
Great Plains and often breeds in the 
Dakotas and Minnesota.

Migration: Sixty-seven initial 
spring sightings range from January 9 
to May 28, with a median of March 22. 
Half of the sightings fall within the 
period March 6–30. Thirty-four final 
spring sightings are from March 27 to 
June 6, with a median of May 3. Fifty 
initial fall sightings are from August 
28 to December 17, with a median of 
September 30. Fifty final fall sightings 
are from October 9 to December 31, 
with a median of November 18.

Habitats: During migration these 
birds are sometimes found on large 
lakes or reservoirs, but they forage 
where submerged plants can easily be 
reached from the surface or around 
the shoreline in grassy meadows. 
Breeding is usually done on marshes 
or lakes with abundant aquatic food 
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at or near the surface, and especially 
those with adjacent sedge meadows 
or brushy, partially wooded habitats 
nearby. No nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, but nesting was confirmed in one 
Sheridan County survey block (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with one 
confirmed nesting in a Cherry County 
block during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: This species, which was 
once called the “baldpate” because of 
the male’s white forehead in breed-
ing plumage, can be easily recognized 
in flight by the brilliant white fore-
wing patches. It often associates with 
gadwalls but is more inclined to feed 
on grassy vegetation along shorelines 
than are other surface-feeding ducks. 
Gadwalls and wigeon usually arrive 
about the same time as green-winged 
teal in spring, composing a “second 
wave” of birds that appear after mal-
lards and pintails. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population de-
cline (2.13% annually) during that pe-
riod. The estimated 2017 continental 
population of wigeon based on the tra-
ditional US and Canada survey route 
was 2.78 million birds, which was 6% 
above the preceding long-term aver-
age of 2.62 million (US Fish and Wild-
life Service, 2017).

Mallard 
Anas platyrhynchos
The mallard is an abundant migrant 
and a locally common summer resi-
dent throughout Nebraska. Winter-
ing birds are common wherever open 

water occurs. Migrants occur through-
out the Great Plains, and breeding oc-
curs locally in all but the southern-
most portions.

Migration: Forty-three initial 
spring sightings are from January 1 
to May 29, with a median of March 
12. Half of the records fall within the 
period March 2 to April 3. Sixty-four 
final fall sightings are from August 25 
to December 31, with a median of No-
vember 27. Half of the sightings fall 
within the period November 21 to De-
cember 28.

Habitats: Breeding birds favor 
fairly shallow waters, either still 
or slowly flowing, and surrounding 
dry areas of nonforested vegetation. 
Migrants are often found on large 
marshes, lakes, or reservoirs, espe-
cially where nearby grain fields pro-
vide food. Thirty-eight nests of this 
species were discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 81 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 63 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The mallard is Nebras-
ka’s commonest duck. It is a hardy 
bird, usually overwintering in large 
numbers and breeding even in loca-
tions as unlikely as the heart of Lin-
coln and Omaha, wherever urban 
ponds and streams allow. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the mallard population 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population increase (0.3% annually) 
during that period, and Nebraska had 
an estimated 1.67% rate of annual in-
crease, based on 49 survey routes. The 
estimated 2017 continental population 



63

A NAT I DA E N O RT H E R N P I N TA I L

of mallards based on the traditional 
US and Canada survey route was 11.8 
million birds, which was 36% above 
the long-term average of 7.9 million 
(US Fish and Wildlife Service, 2017).

American Black Duck 
Anas rubripes
This mallard-like species is a rare mi-
grant in the eastern half of Nebraska, 
becoming increasingly rare in the 
west. Breeding is regular in northeast-
ern Minnesota and occasional in North 
Dakota. It is most commonly observed 
at the DeSoto National Wildlife Ref-
uge, on the Washington County–Iowa 
boundary but has been observed west 
to at least Dawson, Keith, and Cherry 
counties.

Migration: Nine spring records 
range from March 1 to May 26, with a 
mean of March 26. There are fall re-
cords from August to December 22, 
and the species has been captured 
during winter banding operations in 
eastern Nebraska.

Habitats: Black ducks are usually 
found among flocks of mallards in Ne-
braska and occupy the same habitats 
during migration.

Comments: In Nebraska, black 
ducks are seen only infrequently 
among mallard flocks, and a substan-
tial number of these birds are actually 
mallard × black duck hybrids. Such 
hybridization by mallards has threat-
ened the black duck’s gene pool over 
nearly all of the eastern United States, 
with “pure” black duck populations 
now restricted to Canada’s Atlantic 
coast (Johnsgard, 1967, 2017a; Johns-
gard and DiSilvestro, 1976). Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 

underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.51% annually) during that 
period.

Mottled Duck 
Anas fulvigula
Hypothetical. The “Mexican duck” (A. 
platyrhynchos diazi) and the mottled 
duck (A. fulvigula) are both of ques-
tionable occurrence in Nebraska. A 
specimen attributed to diazi was col-
lected in Cherry County in October 
1921, and a possible mottled duck 
was taken in Rock County in Oc-
tober 1969 (Nebraska Bird Review 
38:80). The 1921 specimen has since 
been proven to be a hybrid with the 
mallard (New Mexico Department of 
Game and Fish Bulletin 16, 1977). The 
mottled duck record is also suspect 
as to identity; mottled ducks are ex-
tremely hard to distinguish from fe-
male mallard × black duck hybrids 
(Johnsgard, 1967, 2017a). However, 
mottled ducks bred repeatedly in 
southern Kansas during the 1970s, 
and there are specimens from Barton 
and Woodman counties (Thompson et 
al., 2011). Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the mottled duck (Florida and Gulf 
Coast races) collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(3.13% annually) during that period, 
and both races have been affected by 
hybridization with mallards.

Northern Pintail 
Anas acuta
This species is an abundant spring and 
fall migrant and a common summer 
resident throughout Nebraska, breed-
ing locally in suitable habitats. It fre-
quently overwinters in considerable 
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numbers where open water occurs.
Migration: Sixty initial spring 

sightings range from January 18 to 
May 29, with a median of March 12. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod February 27 to March 20. Flocks 
of from 73,000 to 200,000 birds have 
been noted between March 9 and 17 
(Nebraska Bird Review 85:59). Fifty-
seven final fall sightings range from 
September 16 to December 31, with a 
median of November 19. Half of the 
records fall within the period Novem-
ber 6 to December 18.

Habitats: While on migration, 
nearly all aquatic habitats are used, 
ranging from flooded fields to large 
lakes and reservoirs. Breeding is 
also near water areas, ranging in 
type from small ponds to permanent 
marshes, but usually where the sur-
rounding land is quite open and well 
drained. Thirteen nests of this species 
were discovered during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, and nesting was confirmed 
in four survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in 21 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Pintails are among 
the most graceful of all our water-
fowl, and by early March usually ri-
val mallards in abundance. They are 
also among the commonest breed-
ing ducks in Nebraska, along with 
mallards and blue-winged teal. Dur-
ing spring their wonderful courtship 
flights are simply breathtaking to 
watch, and the males’ accompanying 
fluty display whistles are among the 
sweetest sounds of nature. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 

underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (2.4% annually) during this 
period, with Nebraska routes show-
ing an estimated 6.17% annual rate 
of decline, the highest rate of decline 
for any Nebraska waterfowl species. 
The estimated 2017 continental pop-
ulation of pintails based on the tra-
ditional US and Canada survey route 
was 2.89 million birds, which was 
27% below the preceding long-term 
average of 3.97 million (US Fish and 
Wildlife Service, 2017).

Green-winged Teal 
Anas crecca
This species is an abundant spring and 
fall migrant and an occasional sum-
mer resident. Breeding is largely lim-
ited to the northern half of the state 
and is concentrated in the western 
Sandhills. There is at least one breed-
ing record from south of the Platte 
River, in the eastern Rainwater Ba-
sin (Nebraska Bird Review 76:138). 
Migrants occur throughout the Great 
Plains, and breeding is regular in the 
Dakotas, western Minnesota, and 
northwestern Iowa.

Migration: Fifty-eight initial spring 
sightings range from January 1 to June 
4, with a median of March 20. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 12–30. Fifty-five final spring 
sightings are from April 4 to June 10, 
with a median of May 10. Forty-six 
initial fall sightings are from August 
3 to October 18, with a median of Sep-
tember 12. Forty-nine final fall sight-
ings are from September 20 to Decem-
ber 31, with a median of November 2.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with almost all standing or slowly 
flowing aquatic habitats in Nebraska, 
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and breeding normally occurs where 
ponds or sloughs are surrounded by 
a mixture of grassland, sedge mead-
ows, and well-drained areas support-
ing shrubby or tall woody vegetation. 
No nests of this species were discov-
ered during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, but nesting was confirmed in one 
Clay County survey block (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in six blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: In spite of its small 
size, the green-winged teal is a very 
early spring migrant, appearing soon 
after the mallards and northern pin-
tails make their appearance. Then the 
males’ cricket-like display calls be-
come quite apparent, and their an-
imated courtship displays are a de-
light to watch. This teal is also a late 
fall migrant, remaining long after the 
blue-winged teal have departed, and 
arriving sooner in the spring. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.41% annually) during that 
period, with Nebraska showing an es-
timated 1.88% rate of annual decline. 
The estimated 2017 continental popu-
lation of green-winged teal based on 
the traditional US and Canada survey 
route was 3.6 million birds, which was 
70% above the preceding long-term 
average of 2.13 million (US Fish and 
Wildlife Service, 2017).

Canvasback 
Aythya valisineria
This species is an uncommon to lo-
cally common spring and fall migrant 
statewide, and a local summer resi-

dent in the western Sandhills (espe-
cially Valentine and Crescent Lake 
National Wildlife Refuges). Breeding 
also occurs in the Dakotas and west-
ern Minnesota, and migrants occur 
throughout the Great Plains.

Migration: Sixty-eight initial spring 
sightings are from February 12 to May 
21, with a median of March 18. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 7–30. Thirty-nine final fall 
sightings are from October 12 to De-
cember 31, with a median of Novem-
ber 14. Half of the records fall within 
the period October 29 through No-
vember 23.

Habitats: On migration, this spe-
cies uses marshes, rivers, and shal-
low lakes rich in submerged pond 
weeds and similar vegetation. Prairie 
marshes with abundant emergent veg-
etation and some areas of open wa-
ter are favored for nesting. No nests 
of this species were discovered dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, but nest-
ing was confirmed in three blocks 
in Sheridan and Rock County sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in six 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Canvasbacks have tra-
ditionally been regarded as regal 
ducks; their long sloping bills and 
robust outlines set them apart from 
most other ducks, and they are re-
puted to be among the most edible of 
all waterfowl. They are larger than 
redheads and generally paler in both 
sexes, and they lack the high rounded 
head profile of that species. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
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tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation decline (0.2% annually) during 
that period, with Nebraska showing 
an estimated 4.47% rate of annual 
increase. The estimated 2017 con-
tinental population of canvasbacks 
based on the traditional U.S. and Can-
ada survey route was 733,000 birds, 
which was 25% above the preceding 
long-term average of 587,000 (US 
Fish and Wildlife Service, 2017).

Redhead 
Aythya americana
This species is a common spring 
and fall migrant statewide and a lo-
cally common summer resident in 
the Sandhills west to Garden County. 
There is occasional breeding in the 
Rainwater Basin (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 75:73). Breeding is regular in 
the Dakotas, Minnesota, and Northern 
Iowa, and migrants occur throughout 
the Great Plains.

Migration: Sixty initial spring 
sightings range from February 9 to 
May 25, with a median of March 13. 
Half of the sightings fall within the 
period March 1–20. Fifty-six final fall 
sightings are from October 9 to De-
cember 1, with a median of November 
9. Half of the records fall within the 
period October 28 to November 19.

Habitats: Migrants are found on 
large prairie marshes, lakes, and res-
ervoirs, especially where submerged 
vegetation is abundant. Nesting typ-
ically occurs on marshes at least an 
acre in size, having both open ar-
eas and stands of emergent vegeta-
tion. Two nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed in 

six survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as 
compared with confirmed nestings in 
seven blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Redheads are consider-
ably more common than canvasbacks 
in Nebraska and can usually by seen 
during the summer at Crescent Lake 
and Valentine refuges. Neck-stretch-
ing and head-throw displays are com-
mon in spring, accompanied by soft 
cat-like meowing calls. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population in-
crease (0.74% annually) during that 
period, with Nebraska showing an es-
timated 1.63% rate of annual increase. 
The estimated 2017 continental pop-
ulation of redheads based on the tra-
ditional US and Canada survey route 
was 1.15 million birds, which was 55% 
above the preceding long-term aver-
age of 718,000 (US Fish and Wildlife 
Service, 2017).

Ring-necked Duck 
Aythya collaris
This species is an uncommon to com-
mon spring and fall migrant almost 
statewide, becoming less common in 
the Panhandle. Nebraska is outside its 
regular breeding range, and there are 
no proven breeding records for the 
Sandhills. Local breeding occurs in 
the Dakotas, and breeding is regular 
in much of Minnesota.

Migration: Forty-two initial spring 
sightings are from February 12 to May 
25, with a median of March 21. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 7 to March 30. Twenty-six fi-
nal spring sightings are from March 
24 to May 30, with a median of April 
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21. Twenty-seven initial fall sightings 
are from September 17 to December 7, 
with a median of October 12. Twenty-
three final fall sightings are from Oc-
tober 27 to December 31, with a me-
dian of November 17.

Habitats: Migrants are found on 
large prairie marshes, lakes, and res-
ervoirs, but prairie marshes are only 
secondary breeding habitats. Rather 
acidic swamps and bogs surrounded 
by shrubby covers are the primary 
breeding habitat.

Comments: This species, often called 
the “ring-billed duck,” is closely related 
to the redhead rather than the scaups, 
as is obvious from its downy plumage. 
However, its breeding habitats are quite 
different from those of redheads, and 
it is now known to be only a migrant 
in Nebraska. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (1.77% 
annually) during that period.

Tufted Duck 
Aythya fuligula
Accidental. A male was found at Lake 
Keystone/Ogallala, Keith County, No-
vember 3, 1999, and remained in the 
area until at least March 2000. Sev-
eral more recent sightings have oc-
curred there (Brown, Dinsmore, & 
Brown, 2012). This Eurasian species 
is a close relative of the scaups, and 
many hybrids with the greater scaup 
have been described in Europe.

Greater Scaup 
Aythya marila
This species is an occasional migrant 
and winter visitor in Nebraska, and is 
more common than the relatively few 

published records would suggest. It is 
probably regular during late fall, win-
ter, and early spring on larger reser-
voirs and lakes. Although migrants 
might appear anywhere in the Great 
Plains, they are probably most common 
in the Missouri Valley impoundments.

Migration: Twenty-seven total 
spring records are from January 11 
to May 18, with the largest number 
(12) for March, followed by April (8), 
and three each for February and May. 
There are fall records from October 27 
to December 30.

Habitats: Migrants and winter-
ing birds utilize lakes and reservoirs 
in the interior, but most birds winter 
coastally.

Comments: Males of the two scaup 
species are quite similar (and the fe-
males even more), but greater scaups 
have a greenish-glossed head (not 
purplish) and a much flatter crown 
profile, with no hint of a crest at the 
rear. The two species don’t often as-
sociate because of their differing hab-
itat preferences, and no definite hy-
brids are known, although they would 
be very difficult to recognize.

Lesser Scaup 
Aythya affinis
This scaup is a common to abundant 
spring and fall migrant statewide, and 
an occasional summer resident in the 
Sandhills (probably Garden, Mor-
rill, Cherry, and Brown counties). It 
is known to have nested at Crescent 
Lake National Wildlife Refuge but not 
at the Valentine refuge, and it over-
winters locally where open water is 
present. It also breeds in the Dakotas 
and locally in Minnesota. Migrants oc-
cur throughout the Great Plains.
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Migration: Sixty-nine initial spring 
sightings are from February 12 to May 
20, with a median of March 19. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 5 through March 25. Forty-
three final spring records are from 
March 10 to June 6, with a median of 
May 11. Forty-five initial fall sightings 
are from July 20 to December 15, with 
a median of October 18. Thirty-one fi-
nal fall sightings are from November 
22 to December 31, with a median of 
December 14.

Habitats: Deeper marshes, res-
ervoirs, borrow pits, and lakes are 
commonly used by migrating birds. 
Prairie marshes surrounded by par-
tially wooded uplands are favored for 
breeding, especially those support-
ing large populations of amphipods 
(“scuds”). No nests of this species 
were discovered during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: This “bluebill” is a very 
common spring and fall migrant, and 
is perhaps the most abundant of the 
diving ducks in Nebraska. Males have 
bright blue bills in spring; as for male 
ruddy ducks, this blue coloration 
is caused by light refraction effects 
rather than blue pigmentation. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide pop-
ulation decline (1.84% annually) dur-
ing that period. The estimated 2017 
continental population of scaups (both 
species combined) based on the tra-
ditional US and Canada survey route 
was 4.3 million birds, which was 13% 
below the preceding long-term aver-
age of 5.02 million (US Fish and Wild-
life Service, 2017).

King Eider 
Somateria spectabilis
Accidental. This sea duck was photo-
graphed at DeSoto National Wildlife 
Refuge November 10–24, 1985 (Bray, 
Padelford, & Silcock, 1986). It is an 
Arctic-breeding coastal species that 
normally winters coastally. The near-
est breeding ground of king eiders is 
the coastal tundra in northern Mani-
toba and Nunavut.

Common Eider 
Somateria mollissima
Accidental. A specimen remains of 
a female shot in December 1967 in 
Lincoln County; this bird was of the 
somewhat nonmigratory race seden-
taria (Nebraska Bird Review 37:38). 
The common eider is an Arctic-breed-
ing coastal species that breeds and 
winters as close as the Hudson Bay 
coast of Manitoba.

Harlequin Duck 
Histrionicus histrionicus
Accidental, with three early records 
from the Omaha area (Bruner, Wol-
cott, & Swenk, 1904). Only three 
documented records existed for the 
state as of 2001, plus four undocu-
mented records (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 69:164). There has since been 
at least one more reported sighting in 
2017. Harlequin ducks are normally 
found no closer than Wyoming, where 
they locally breed on a few mountain 
streams in the northwestern corner of 
that state.

Surf Scoter 
Melanitta perspicillata
This scoter is a rare migrant in Ne-
braska, occurring primarily in the 
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fall. As of the early 2000s, it had been 
seen repeatedly in Lancaster, Douglas-
Sarpy, and Keith counties, and it is a 
rare spring, fall, and early winter mi-
grant at Lake McConaughy (Brown, 
Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012). Like the 
other scoters, most reports are of fe-
males or immature males that are of-
ten overlooked or confused with other 
species. As of 2010 there were seven 
documented spring records, as com-
pared to three for black scoters (Ne-
braska Bird Review 78:43). The near-
est breeding of this species is in 
northern Manitoba.

Migration: Five spring records are 
from April 21 to May 15. Eight fall re-
cords are from October 7 to Decem-
ber 16, with a mean of November 6. 
Reported at Lake McConaughy from 
April 22 to May 15, and October 8 
to January 20 (Brown, Dinsmore, & 
Brown, 2012).

Habitats: Lakes, reservoirs and 
larger rivers are used by migrants. 
Most wintering is done coastally; 
those appearing in Nebraska are 
largely female-like (females and males 
in first-year plumage).

Comments: About as rare as the 
harlequin duck, the birds seen in Ne-
braska mostly have the distinctive 
head pattern of first-year birds, with 
whitish spots in front of and behind 
the eye.

White-winged Scoter 
Melanitta fusca
This species is an occasional spring 
and fall migrant, more common in 
the fall than spring. Most of the re-
cords are from counties bordering 
the Platte or Missouri Rivers. As of 
the early 2000s, it had been recorded 

at least twice in Lincoln, Adams, Lan-
caster, and Douglas counties. It is also 
an uncommon spring, fall, and early 
winter migrant at Lake McConaughy 
(Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012) 
and is probably an annual visitor to 
the state, especially along the Mis-
souri River and on the larger reser-
voirs. As of 2011, there were 26 spring 
records (Nebraska Bird Review 80:50). 
The nearest breeding area of this spe-
cies is on coastal tundra in central 
Manitoba.

Migration: Five total spring records 
are from March 31 to April 29, with a 
mean of April 7. Twenty-one fall re-
cords are from October 7 to Decem-
ber 10, with a median of November 
10. Half of the records fall within the 
period October 28 to November 22. 
It has been reported at Lake McCo-
naughy from November 1 to May 28 
(Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012).

Habitats: Lakes, reservoirs, and 
larger rivers are used by some mi-
grants. Most birds migrate to winter 
in coastal areas; those appearing in 
Nebraska are largely immatures.

Comments: First-year birds of this 
largest of the scoters are similar to 
the surf scoter in female plumage but 
have large white patches on their in-
ner (secondary) flight feathers that 
allow for positive identification. This 
is the species most often seen in Ne-
braska; it bred as close as northern 
North Dakota in the early twentieth 
century.

Black Scoter 
Melanitta americana
This species is a rare or very rare mi-
grant and is the rarest of the scoters 
in Nebraska. It has been seen in scat-
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tered locations throughout the state, 
primarily in fall and early winter, and 
is a rare fall and early winter migrant 
at Lake McConaughy (Brown, Dins-
more, & Brown, 2012). The nearest 
breeding of this species is coastal tun-
dra in northern Manitoba.

Migration: Two spring records are 
for March 25 and May 4. Seven fall 
records range from September 28 to 
December 10, with a mean of October 
28. It has been reported at Lake Mc-
Conaughy from October 12 to January 
15 (Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012).

Habitats: Lakes, reservoirs, and 
larger rivers are used by migrants. 
Most wintering is done coastally; 
those appearing in Nebraska are 
largely immatures.

Comments: This rare sea duck is 
usually seen in the female-like imma-
ture plumage while in Nebraska, when 
its two-tone brown head helps in 
identification. There were six fall re-
ports in 2010 along with six for white-
winged scoters and five for surf sco-
ters (Nebraska Bird Review 78:134).

Long-tailed Duck 
Clangula hyemalis
This species is a rare fall and spring 
migrant statewide but is perhaps 
slightly more common eastwardly. 
As of the early 2000s, two or more 
records existed for at least Keith, 
Lancaster, Douglas, and Washing-
ton counties, including at least eight 
for Douglas County. It is more com-
mon now than before the formation of 
large reservoirs. As of 1933, less than 
a dozen definite records for the state 
existed (Nebraska Bird Review 1:11), 
but the species was seen almost ev-
ery year during the 1970s and is now 

regular during early winter at Lakes 
McConaughy and Ogallala, with up to 
nine reported at one time in early De-
cember. The nearest breeding area of 
this species is on coastal tundra in 
northern Manitoba.

Migration: Thirteen total spring re-
cords are from February 3 to April 19, 
with a median of March 29. Ten to-
tal fall records are from October (no 
date) to December 11, with a median 
of November 27. It has been reported 
at Lake McConaughy from Novem-
ber 3 to April 29 (Brown, Dinsmore, 
& Brown, 2012).

Habitats: Lakes, reservoirs, and 
larger rivers are used by migrat-
ing birds; most wintering is done in 
coastal habitats.

Comments: Long-tailed ducks nest 
higher in the Arctic than almost any 
other duck and mostly occur in Ne-
braska as late fall and winter vagrants 
on deeper waters. They are probably 
the most abundant and widespread of 
all sea ducks.

Bufflehead 
Bucephala albeola
This species is a common to uncom-
mon migrant statewide. Occasionally 
stragglers remain in the state through 
the summer, and there is one breed-
ing record for Brown County. Breed-
ing occurs locally in North Dakota, 
and migration occurs throughout the 
Great Plains.

Migration: Fifty-three initial spring 
sightings are from February 21 to May 
1, with a median of March 18. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 6 through March 24. Thirty-
eight final spring sightings are from 
March 15 to May 29, with a median 
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of April 21. Thirty-four initial fall 
sightings are from August 14 to De-
cember 16, with a median of October 
19. Thirty-one final fall sightings are 
from October 29 to December 31, with 
a median of November 24.

Habitats: Lakes, reservoirs, and 
deeper marshes are used by migrat-
ing birds. No nests of this species 
were discovered during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, but an adult with four 
downy young were seen at Hagar 
Lake, Brown County, on June 24, 2000 
(Mollhoff, 2016). Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population in-
crease (0.21% annually) during that 
period.

Comments: Easily one of the most 
beautiful of Nebraska’s ducks, these 
birds tend to appear on the same 
kinds of wetlands as goldeneyes and 
mergansers. The males sparkle like gi-
gantic snowflakes on the water, and 
the tiny, drab females are almost in-
visible by contrast. Nesting occurs 
in the cavities made by flickers and 
other similar-sized woodpeckers.

Common Goldeneye 
Bucephala clangula
This species is a common to uncom-
mon spring and fall migrant state-
wide. It occasionally overwinters 
when open water is available. Breed-
ing occurs in Minnesota and locally in 
North Dakota.

Migration: Thirty-five initial spring 
sightings range from January 1 to 
April 12, with a median of March 5. 
Twenty-four final spring sightings are 
from March 9 to May 8, with a me-

dian of March 30. Thirty-four initial 
fall sightings are from October 10 to 
December 31, with a median of No-
vember 21. Thirty-one final fall sight-
ings are from November 22 to Decem-
ber 31, with a median of December 14. 
It has been reported at Lake McCo-
naughy from September 9 to June 13 
(Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012).

Habitats: Deeper marshes, rivers, 
lakes, and reservoirs are used during 
migration.

Comments: This beautiful diving 
duck appears in spring at about the 
same time as the common mergan-
sers, and both species can often be 
seen engaging in excited courtship dis-
plays, performing head-throws, back-
ward kicks, vertical neck-stretching, 
and other remarkable male posturing, 
as the drab females either ignore the 
males or perhaps threaten them with 
bill-pointing gestures. The white plum-
ages of male goldeneyes and common 
mergansers fairly glisten in the sun, 
and when in flight both species exhibit 
large white wing-patches.

Barrow’s Goldeneye 
Bucephala islandica
This species is a rare winter and 
spring vagrant in Nebraska, mainly 
occurring westwardly but with re-
cords east to Douglas County. It is a 
rare to uncommon spring, fall, and 
early winter migrant at Lake McCo-
naughy (Nebraska Bird Review 66:11; 
Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012). 
As of the early 2000s it had been ob-
served two or more times in Garden, 
Lincoln, and Douglas counties.

Migration: Eight spring records 
range from February 15 to April 2, 
with a mean of March 19. Three fall 
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records are from November 26 to De-
cember 21. It has been reported at 
Lake McConaughy from November 
14 to April 19 (Brown, Dinsmore, & 
Brown, 2012).

Habitats: While on migration, this 
species uses the same habitats as the 
common goldeneye, but it is more 
prone to winter in coastal or brack-
ish waters.

Comments: There is little chance 
of seeing this species in Nebraska, al-
though it breeds in Wyoming’s Teton 
Range and elsewhere, mostly west of 
the Continental Divide. A few hybrids 
with common goldeneyes have been 
recorded. Such hybrids, and especially 
female hybrids, are difficult to recog-
nize, but the intermediate patterns of 
white on the face and lesser wing-co-
verts of adult males are distinctive.

Hooded Merganser 
Lophodytes cucullatus
This species is an uncommon to occa-
sional spring and fall migrant in east-
ern Nebraska, and an occasional to 
rare migrant in western parts of the 
state. Stragglers sometimes remain 
into summer, but there are at pres-
ent very few records of breeding in 
Nebraska. However, apparently valid 
early records of nesting came from 
Lancaster, Gage, and Cuming coun-
ties (Bruner, Wolcott, & Swenk, 1904). 
I observed a female and five newly 
fledged young at Twin Lakes, Seward 
County, in July 1995. Two other breed-
ing records for eastern Nebraska also 
exist (Nebraska Bird Review 73:50). 
As of 2010 there were only three con-
firmed state breeding records (Ne-
braska Bird Review 78:43). No nests 
of this species were discovered dur-

ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, but an 
adult with day-old young was seen 
on an Omaha pond in early May, and 
nesting was confirmed in three survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). It was not re-
ported during the first survey period.

Migration: Seventy-four initial 
spring sightings range from January 
16 to May 30, with a median of March 
26. Half of the records fall within the 
period March 13 to March 28. Four-
teen final spring records are from 
March 19 to May 30, with a median 
of April 25. Sixteen initial fall sight-
ings are from September 14 to Novem-
ber 27, with a median of November 5. 
Nineteen final fall sightings are from 
November 6 to December 17, with a 
median of November 22.

Habitats: Migrants are found on 
clear-water rivers, lakes, reservoirs, 
and deeper marshes. Breeding is usu-
ally on rivers, creeks, and oxbows bor-
dered by woods and supporting good 
populations of fish (Johnsgard, 2016d).

Comments: This species seems to 
be increasing in Nebraska, as I rarely 
observed it in the 1960s and ’70s, but 
it is now a regular spring migrant in 
eastern Nebraska. Perhaps it has ben-
efited from nest-box erection pro-
grams for wood ducks, as it often will 
choose such places for laying its eggs. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population increase (3.89% annually) 
during that period.

Common Merganser 
Mergus merganser
This species is a regular spring and 
fall migrant statewide, varying in 
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abundance from very common to oc-
casional. It overwinters commonly 
where open water persists; strag-
glers sometimes remain through the 
summer. Summering birds are reg-
ular in the Lake Alice area of Scotts 
Bluff County, and nesting has been 
suspected. Evidence of breeding in 
the state includes a brood sighted in 
Custer County in 1968 (Nebraska Bird 
Review 37:45) and one reported from 
the North Platte Valley west of Lake 
McConaughy (Nebraska Bird Review 
62:105). It regularly breeds in Min-
nesota and migrates throughout the 
Great Plains.

Migration: Fifty initial spring 
sightings are from January 14 to April 
25, with a median of March 9. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 3 through March 27. Thirty-
nine final spring sightings are from 
March 4 to May 30, with a median of 
April 6. Thirty-eight initial fall sight-
ings are from September 18 to Decem-
ber 31, with a median of November 13. 
Thirty-six final fall sightings are from 
November 20 to December 31, with a 
median of December 17. Up to 40,000 
migrants have been seen on Harlan 
County Reservoir (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 84:8).

Habitats: Migrants and wintering 
birds are found on rivers, lakes, res-
ervoirs, and any other large water ar-
eas supporting fish populations. Most 
nesting is done on forest-lined lakes 
and ponds near rivers, but some oc-
curs rarely in treeless areas among 
rock crevices or other natural cavities 
(Johnsgard, 2016d). No nests of this 
species were discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, but adults with 

young were seen on three occasions 
on the Niobrara River in July 2007 
(Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: More nesting records 
of this splendid species are likely to 
accrue as time passes because sum-
mering birds are increasingly com-
mon in Nebraska. The birds need 
clear waters with a good fish popu-
lation; hunters and fishermen tend to 
hate this and other “sawbill” species 
because of their fishy taste and ap-
petites. However, the birds generally 
eat slow-swimming prey rather than 
trout and other game fish. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.98% annually) during that 
period.

Red-breasted Merganser 
Mergus serrator
This species is an occasional to rare 
spring and fall migrant statewide, 
more common westwardly than in 
eastern Nebraska. It may overwinter 
rarely. The red-breasted merganser 
is a regular migrant throughout the 
Great Plains.

Migration: Sixty-one initial spring 
sightings are from January 15 to May 
12, with a median of March 29. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 19 to April 7. Twenty-four fi-
nal spring sightings are from Febru-
ary 14 to May 18, with a median of 
April 20. Sixteen total fall sightings 
are from September 21 to December 
31, with a median of November 18. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod November 4–27. It has been re-
ported at Lake McConaughy from Au-
gust 7 to June 7 (Brown, Dinsmore, & 
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Brown, 2012). The nearest breeding 
area of this species is on coastal tun-
dra in southern Manitoba and north-
eastern Minnesota.

Habitats: Lakes, reservoirs, and 
large rivers are used by migrants; 
wintering more often occurs coastally.

Comments: The red-breasted mer-
ganser is less common in eastern Ne-
braska than the two other mergan-
sers, which is too bad because it is a 
most attractive species. Like the com-
mon merganser, it is dependent upon 
fish in clear-water habitats.

Ruddy Duck 
Oxyura jamaicensis
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide and an uncom-
mon and very local summer resident 
in some of the deeper and more per-
manent marshes of the Sandhills and 
Rainwater Basin. It is considered a 
common breeder at both Valentine 
and Crescent Lake refuges, and it has 
bred in York and Lancaster counties 
(Nebraska Bird Review 83:107). It is 
a regular breeding species in the Da-
kotas and Minnesota and migrates 
throughout the Great Plains.

Migration: Sixty-seven initial 
spring sightings are from February 
12 to June 9, with a median of April 3. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod March 14 to April 19. Fifty-nine 
final fall records are from August 30 
to December 31, with a median of No-
vember 27. Half of the records fall 
within the period October 10 to No-
vember 27.

Habitats: Migrants may be found 
on lakes, reservoirs, larger marshes, 

and similar habitats that offer consid-
erable open water and mud-bottom 
feeding areas. Breeding is on prairie 
marshes that have stable water levels 
and an abundance of emergent vege-
tation, along with some areas of open 
water. No nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, but nesting was confirmed in one 
Garden County survey block (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in eight blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This wonderful lit-
tle duck is nearly everybody’s favor-
ite; from its sky-blue bill to its long, 
spiky tail it advertises its unique-
ness. From the time it finally arrives 
in spring and begins its bizarre dis-
plays through the summer breeding 
period, it is hard to imagine a more 
interesting bird to watch. Like other 
stiff-tailed ducks it feeds almost en-
tirely on small fly larvae that live 
in the muddy bottoms of ponds, us-
ing its sensitive bill to locate its prey 
(Johnsgard & Carbonell. 1996; Johns-
gard, 2017c). Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population increase 
(0.94% annually) during that period, 
whereas Nebraska had a statistically 
unlikely estimate (based on eight sur-
vey routes) of a 0.81% rate of annual 
decline.

Œ
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Family Odontophoridae  
(New World Quails)

(Scaled Quail) 
Callipepla squamata
This southwestern quail was unsuc-
cessfully introduced into Nebraska. 
Scaled quail releases were made dur-
ing the late 1950s, but there have been 
no observations since 1962. The near-
est breeding region is in southwest-
ern Kansas and southeastern Colo-
rado, and it also breeds in Oklahoma, 
Texas, and New Mexico.

(California Quail) 
Callipepla californica
This western quail was unsuccessfully 
introduced into Nebraska. An attempt 
to establish Calfornia quail in 1939 
was a failure. This species was also 
unsuccessfully introduced into South 
Dakota in 1961.

Northern Bobwhite 
Colinus virginianus
This species is a permanent resident 
almost statewide, becoming rarer 
westwardly. It breeds commonly in 
eastern and southern Nebraska, ex-
tending into the Sandhills along river 
drainages, and reaching the Wyoming 
and Colorado borders along the North 
Platte and South Platte Rivers as well 
as the tributaries of the Republican 
River. The western range limits are 
highly variable, depending on yearly 
weather conditions. The northern 
range limits are in South Dakota and 
southern Minnesota.

Habitats: Throughout the year 
this species is normally found where 

there is a combination of grassy nest-
ing cover, cultivated crops, and brushy 
cover or woodlands with a brushy un-
derstory. Nesting is typically done in 
open herbaceous cover consisting of 
rather short vegetation that does not 
obstruct easy entry and exit but is suf-
ficient to provide concealment from 
above. No nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, but nesting was confirmed in 14 
survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). Con-
firmed nestings were reported from 
60 blocks during the first survey pe-
riod (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The familiar “bob-
white” call of the male bobwhite is 
known to everybody and is more a sig-
nal of a male’s availability than a ter-
ritorial proclamation. All of the New 
World quails are monogamous, and in 
all the species the male remains with 
his mate to help protect and raise the 
brood. Family broods become the ba-
sis for fall coveys, which usually are 
made up of about the right number 
(six to ten birds) to compose an effec-
tive roosting ring at night. The group 
organizes itself into a tight circle with 
heads pointed outward, thereby shar-
ing body heat and remaining alert in 
all directions. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(3.48% annually) during that period, 
and Nebraska underwent an estimated 
0.56% rate of annual decline.

Œ
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Family Phasianidae 
(Pheasants, Grouse, and 

Turkeys)

(Chukar) 
Alectoris chukar
Various attempts have been made 
to establish this Eurasian species in 
Nebraska, including the release of 
700 birds in southern Scotts Bluff 
County in 1969. Chukar were ob-
served in Lincoln, Banner, Sheridan, 
and Dawes counties until as late as 
the early or mid 1970s and in Sioux 
County in 1998. It is unlikely that a 
breeding population still persists in 
the state, but there have been persis-
tent sighting reports from the Red-
ington area.

Gray Partridge 
Perdix perdix
This Eurasian species is an uncom-
mon and local introduced resident 
in northern Nebraska, declining dur-
ing recent years. Fairly common in 
South Dakota, it has been reported in 
Nebraska regularly since 1950, most 
often in the northern tier of coun-
ties, west to Sioux and Scotts Bluff 
counties. It is currently centered in 
Knox, Cedar, and Dixon counties (Ne-
braska Bird Review 77:51). Currently 
(2018) the population is very low, but 
a brood was seen in Cedar County in 
2016 (Nebraska Bird Review 84:115). 
It is a regular breeder from southern 
South Dakota northward, and some of 
the Nebraska records may represent 
fall wanderers, but nesting has been 
reported near West Point (Nebraska 
Bird Review 48:88). During the 1984–
89 atlasing period, there were four 

confirmed nestings, extending from 
Cherry County east to Cedar County 
(Mollhoff, 2001). In the more recent 
survey, there were no confirmed nest-
ings and only two probable nestings 
(Mollhoff, 2016), but there were sight-
ings for Boyd, Holt, Knox, Cedar, and 
Antelope counties, as compared with 
confirmed nestings in four blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001). 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (1.8% annually) 
during that period.

(Japanese Quail) 
Coturnix japonica
This Eurasian quail was unsuccess-
fully introduced into Nebraska in 
1957. The migratory tendencies of 
Japanese quail make it an unsuitable 
game bird.

Ring-necked Pheasant 
Phasianus colchicus
This species is an introduced perma-
nent resident, now fairly common al-
most statewide but more common 
eastwardly. It is also resident in other 
Great Plains states, primarily the Da-
kotas and Kansas.

Habitats: Throughout the year a 
combination of small grain croplands 
and adjacent heavier covers such as 
weedy ditches, sloughs, wooded ar-
eas, or shelterbelts provide optimum 
habitat. Nesting is often done in road-
side ditches, in alfalfa or sweet clo-
ver fields, or in heavy grass cover. 
Twenty-six nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed 
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in 56 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in 122 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The ring-necked pheas-
ant perhaps represents the most suc-
cessful of the many efforts to introduce 
exotic game birds into North America. 
These efforts began in the early 1900s, 
and by midcentury the species was es-
tablished over much of the country, es-
pecially in the grain belt of the north-
ern plains, Evidently it fit into our 
avifauna without displacing our native 
grouse, although it gradually replaced 
prairie-chickens as the loss of prai-
rie habitats caused the gradual disap-
pearance of these native birds. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation decline (0.64% annually) during 
that period, and Nebraska underwent a 
1.78% rate of annual decline.

Ruffed Grouse 
Bonasa umbellus
Extirpated from Nebraska. The ruffed 
grouse was previously a permanent 
resident of the Missouri River’s for-
ested valley. Releases during 1968 in 
Nemaha County were evidently unsuc-
cessful, with no records since 1973. 
Introductions into northeastern Kan-
sas during the 1980s were also appar-
ently failures (Thompson et al., 2011). 
The nearest breeding area is the Black 
Hills.

Greater Sage-Grouse 
Centrocercus urophasianus
Probably extirpated from Nebraska. 
Apparently greater sage-grouse once 
bred in extreme northwestern Sioux 

County (Rosche, 1982), but no specific 
nesting records exist. Displaying birds 
are sometimes seen in Sioux County, 
so rare nesting within Nebraska is 
still possible. It still breeds in adja-
cent South Dakota, Wyoming, and 
southwestern North Dakota (Johns-
gard, 2002a). Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(3.43% annually) during that period, 
and its should have been added to the 
list of nationally threatened species 
decades ago.

Sharp-tailed Grouse 
Tympanuchus phasianellus
This species is a locally common per-
manent resident over much of Ne-
braska, primarily north of the Platte 
River, and with its eastern range lim-
its approximating those of the Sand-
hills (Sisson, 1970, 1976). It was once 
much more widespread, possibly oc-
curring throughout the entire state.

Habitats: Open grassland habitats, 
where trees are absent or nearly so, is 
the typical Nebraska habitat (Twedt, 
1974; Johnsgard, 1973, 2002a, 2013c). 
Land with brushy cover over 5% 
to 30% of the area is used in more 
northerly areas, especially where win-
ter snow accumulation is consider-
able. Sixty-one nests of this species 
were discovered during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in ten survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in 17 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Sharp-tailed grouse 
are still surprisingly widespread and 
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Figure 4. Adult males of sharp-tailed grouse (above) and  
greater prairie-chicken (below)
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common in Nebraska and, like prairie-
chickens, offer early risers a chance 
to witness the visual poetry of sev-
eral males dancing in nearly perfect 
synchrony on their traditional leks, or 
display grounds. In some areas of the 
Sandhills, both species display on the 
same grounds, and hybrids occasion-
ally result (Johnsgard & Wood, 1968). 
The displays and vocalizations of the 
two species are quite different, but fe-
males sometimes are attracted to the 
“wrong” male for mating (Johnsgard, 
1973, 2002a, 2007a, 2017b). Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.37% annually) during that 
period, and Nebraska underwent an 
estimated 0.56% rate of annual de-
cline.

Greater Prairie-Chicken 
Tympanuchus cupido
This nationally declining species is a 
locally common to uncommon perma-
nent resident, especially in the east-
ern half of the Sandhills, southwest-
ern Nebraska, and a few southeastern 
counties. Greater prairie-chickens are 
rare in the Panhandle and absent from 
some Missouri Valley counties. The 
species’ range is discontinuous and 
declining as native grasslands disap-
pear, but the Nebraska populations 
are perhaps the best among all the 
states in which it still survives, and 
its population appeared to be stable 
as of 2018 (Johnsgard, 1973, 1983a, 
2000b, 2002a, 2010a). Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population 
increase (2.8% annually) during that 

period, with Nebraska showing an es-
timated 6.79% rate of annual increase 
based on 25 survey routes, but the sta-
tistical reliability for both of these es-
timates is questionable.

Habitats: Greater prairie-chickens 
are primarily associated with native 
mixed-grass grasslands and places 
where native grasslands and grain 
croplands interdigitate. Nesting usu-
ally occurs in grassy open habitats, 
such as ungrazed meadows or hay-
fields, usually in rather dry sites, but 
sometimes nests are placed in brushy 
vegetation or in open woods or at the 
edge of woods. Two nests of this spe-
cies were discovered during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting 
was confirmed in eight survey blocks 
(Mollhoff, 2016), as compared with 
confirmed nestings in six blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Nebraska is one of the 
few states in which prairie-chickens 
are still sufficiently common as to be 
major game birds. The eastern edge of 
the Sandhills probably represents the 
prime prairie-chicken habitat; here a 
mixture of native grasses and grain 
crops such as corn provide both nest-
ing cover and winter foods for these 
birds (Johnsgard, 1973, 1983a, 2002a, 
2017b).

Lesser Prairie-Chicken 
Tympanuchus pallidicinctus
Extirpated. Only three 1924 and 1925 
specimens from Red Willow County 
are known to exist. The lesser prairie- 
chicken is resident in southwestern 
Kansas, with nesting records as close 
as three counties removed from Ne-
braska (Thompson et al., 2001).



80

W I L D T U R K E Y P H A S I A N I DA E

Wild Turkey 
Meleagris gallopavo
The wild turkey is native to Nebraska 
but was extirpated, reintroduced, 
and is now reestablished as a resi-
dent in most areas, especially in the 
Pine Ridge region and along all of the 
wooded river systems. It has also been 
reintroduced into the Dakotas, and in-
digenous populations exist from Kan-
sas southward.

Habitats: Although various races 
differ greatly in habitats utilized, in 
most parts of Nebraska the birds are 
found in floodplain forests having a 
variety of hardwood trees, especially 
those bearing acorns or other large 
and edible seeds. In the Pine Ridge re-
gion, they are associated with pines, 
cedars, running water, and a fairly 
rugged topography. Nesting occurs 
in forested areas, with the nests well 
concealed, often placed under a log or 
at the base of a tree. Ten nests of this 
species were discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 116 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 55 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Wild turkeys scarcely 
differ from domestic “bronzed” tur-
keys in their general appearance, al-
though their tail-tips are usually tan 
rather than white, but they are much 
more wary and slim bodied. Yet their 
calls and display postures are iden-
tical, and sometimes wild birds will 
mate with the domestic, producing 
feral individuals of varied wildness. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 

population increase (7.51% annually) 
during that period, and Nebraska un-
derwent a scarcely believable 12.71% 
rate of estimated annual increase, 
based on 43 survey routes, the high-
est estimated rate of increase among 
all Nebraska’s game bird species.

Œ

Family Podicipedidae 
(Grebes)

Pied-billed Grebe 
Podilymbus podiceps
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and local summer resi-
dent throughout Nebraska. The pied-
billed grebe breeds almost throughout 
the Great Plains, excepting the drier 
areas of the southwestern states.

Migration: A total of 116 initial 
spring sightings range from February 
27 to June 10, with a median of April 
5. Half of the sightings fall within the 
period March 24 to April 22. Eighty-
four final fall sightings are from Au-
gust 21 to December 6, with a median 
of November 6. Half of the sightings 
fall within the period October 10 to 
November 16.

Habitats: Breeding occurs on small 
ponds, river impoundments, and lakes 
ranging from quite small to large but 
always those having extensive stands 
of heavy emergent vegetation and ad-
jacent areas of open water. Two nests 
of this species were discovered dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, and nest-
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ing was confirmed in 20 survey blocks 
(Mollhoff, 2016), as compared with 
confirmed nestings in 23 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This is the commonest 
grebe in the state, and one that rarely 
strays far from reedy or weedy shore-
lines. It often dives by sinking verti-
cally when alarmed, with at most its 
head remaining above water. Its bill 
is adapted for eating crustaceans and 
other invertebrates rather than fish. 
Other Nebraska grebes will be seen in 
flocks but never the pied-billed grebe. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population increase (0.68% annually) 
during that period versus a statisti-
cally unreliable estimate (based on 
only eight survey routes) of a 2.67% 
annual decline in Nebraska.

Horned Grebe 
Podiceps auritus
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant throughout Nebraska 
and an accidental resident. Horned 
grebes reportedly once bred in Cherry 
County, but the closest area of regular 
breeding now is in central South Da-
kota. It also breeds in North Dakota 
and northwestern Minnesota.

Migration: Sixty-two initial spring 
sightings range from February 20 to 
June 4, with a median of April 16. 
Twenty-four final spring sightings are 
from April 14 to May 22, with a me-
dian of May 6. Seventeen initial fall 
sightings are from September 5 to No-
vember 11, with a median of October 
8. Seventeen final fall sightings are 
from October 9 to November 27, with 
a median of November 11.

Habitats: Rivers, lakes, and res-
ervoirs are used while on migra-
tion. Breeding occurs on ponds and 
marshes ranging in size from less 
than an acre to several hundred acres, 
which may be seasonal or permanent. 
Submerged aquatic vegetation is typi-
cally abundant, but emergent growth 
may be rather sparse.

Comments: Slightly larger than the 
eared grebe, the horned grebe is much 
less common and lacks that species’ 
black neck.

Red-necked Grebe 
Podiceps grisegena
This species is an extremely rare 
spring and fall migrant in Nebraska. 
There have been sightings of this spe-
cies in at least six counties, with most 
of the reports for Douglas-Sarpy and 
nearly all from counties bordering the 
Platte or Missouri Rivers. Its nearest 
breeding area is in Minnesota and 
North Dakota.

Migration: Seven spring records 
are from March 13 to May 17, with a 
mean of April 9, and eight fall records 
are from September 30 to December 
21, with a mean of October 30.

Habitats: Rivers, lakes, and reser-
voirs are used while on migration.

Comments: The red-necked grebe 
is a large, robust species that seems 
to prefer rather large bodies of wa-
ter and has a sharp bill well adapted 
to fish eating. Like the eared grebe, it 
also occurs widely in Europe (Johns-
gard, 1987a).

Eared Grebe 
Podiceps nigricollis
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant throughout Nebraska 
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and is a fairly common summer res-
ident, especially in the Sandhills, but 
locally also in the Rainwater Basin 
east to York County (Nebraska Bird 
Review 83:108).

Migration: A total of 105 initial 
spring sightings range from Febru-
ary 19 to June 5, with a median of 
April 22. Half of the sightings fall 
within the period of April 11 to May 5. 
Twenty-three final fall sightings are 
from August 23 to November 15, with 
a median of October 16. Half of the 
sightings fall within the period Octo-
ber 8–30.

Habitats: Rivers, lakes, and res-
ervoirs are used during migration. 
Breeding occurs on ponds, marshes, 
and shallow river impoundments that 
are usually rich in submerged aquatic 
plants. Large, open ponds providing 
abundant feeding areas, but some 
sheltered locations with emergent 
aquatic plants for nesting sites also 
seem to be favored. One nest of this 
species was discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in six survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in ten blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This beautiful little 
grebe is a colonial nester, and one of 
the summer attractions of Crescent 
Lake National Wildlife Refuge dur-
ing mid-June is watching families of 
eared grebes with several chicks on 
the backs of most adults. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide popula-
tion increase (1.11% annually) dur-
ing that period, and Nebraska had 

an estimated 0.22% rate of annual 
increase.

Western Grebe 
Aechmophorus occidentalis
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant in the western part of 
Nebraska, rarer eastwardly, and a 
summer resident in western areas. 
Breeding occurs primarily on the 
larger Sandhills marshes, including 
the Crescent Lake and Valentine ref-
uges, which represent the southeast-
ern limit of breeding of this species 
in the Great Plains. Many nonbreeders 
and a few breeders summer on Lake 
McConaughy.

Migration: Seventy-seven initial 
spring sightings range from March 10 
to June 10, with a median of May 6. 
Half of the sightings fall within the 
period April 19 to May 18. Forty-three 
final fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 10 to December 7, with a median 
of October 3. Half of the sightings fall 
within the period October 1–24.

Habitats: Rivers, lakes, and res-
ervoirs are used while on migration. 
Breeding is on ponds and lakes that 
usually have large expanses of open 
water and on some marshes that are 
at least 50 acres in area. No nests 
of this species were discovered dur-
ing the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, but 
nesting was confirmed in three sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as there 
were during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The western grebe 
is perhaps the most spectacular of 
all the North American grebes. Dur-
ing migration as many as 35,000 to 
44,000 of these splendid birds aggre-
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gate on Lake McConaughy during late 
September, and 14,000 to 18,000 from 
mid-April to mid-May (Nebraska Bird 
Review 82:157, 85:60). Breeding is 
common on several large marshes at 
the Crescent Lake and Valentine wild-
life refuges. The species’ spectacular 
courtship displays are perhaps best 
seen during May. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species (and Clark’s grebe) 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (2.02% annually) 
during that period versus a statisti-
cally unreliable estimate (based on 
four survey routes) of a 4.61% annual 
increase in Nebraska.

Clark’s Grebe 
Aechmophorus clarkii
This species is an occasional and prob-
ably regular but very local breeder. 
The state’s first record was of an 
adult found dead at Lake Keystone, 
Keith County, on June l, 1986, and 
since then a considerable number of 
sightings have been reported in west-
ern Nebraska, including adults with 
young at the western end of Lake Mc-
Conaughy in late July 1993 (Rosche, 
1994). Groups of up to 16 birds have 
been reported there, and some have 
also been seen at Crescent Lake Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge. In 1998 and 
2002 nesting was noted at Willy Lake, 
Sheridan County, the only well-docu-
mented nesting location in the state 
apart from Lake McConaughy. Sight-
ings have occurred east to Lancaster 
County.

Comments: Probably this poorly 
distinguished species is more com-
mon in Nebraska than generally ap-
preciated, since Clark’s grebe is very 

easily overlooked among flocks of 
western grebes. An apparent hybrid 
has also been seen (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 65:161). Wintering birds were 
first seen in 1997–98 (Nebraska Bird 
Review 66:19).

;
Family Columbidae  

(Pigeons and Doves)

Rock Pigeon 
Columba livia
This introduced European species is 
a common permanent resident state-
wide, especially in towns and around 
farms. It is also a resident throughout 
the entire Great Plains and over most 
of North America.

Habitats: Rock pigeons are mostly 
associated with human habitations in 
cities, villages, and farms, but they 
also occur to a limited extent as feral 
populations around bluffs and cliffs 
in western Nebraska. Thirty nests 
of this species were discovered dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, and nest-
ing was confirmed in 24 survey blocks 
(Mollhoff, 2016), as compared with 
confirmed nestings in 51 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001). 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (1.22% annually) 
during that period and an estimated 
0.16% rate of annual decline in Ne-
braska.
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Band-tailed Pigeon 
Patiogioenas fasciata
Accidental. One individual was re-
ported in Morrill, Scotts Bluff County, 
October 15, 1996 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 64:116; Brogie, 1997). The spe-
cies was also observed at Ceresco, 
Lancaster County, from November 
2007 to March 2008. There is one 
other sight record from Scotts Bluff 
County (Nebraska Bird Review 76:7). 
The species’ nearest breeding area is 
in western Colorado.

Eurasian Collared-Dove 
Streptopelia decaocto
This introduced and rapidly increas-
ing species has become common and 
widespread since it was first reported 
in 1997 (Nebraska Bird Review 65:168, 
66:42). Nesting began in 1998 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 66:43). By 1998 
it had been seen at Kearney, Shelton, 
and Superior (Nebraska Bird Review 
67:95), and by 2007 it had been re-
ported from all Nebraska counties 
(Nebraska Bird Review 75:9).

Comments: Five nests of this spe-
cies were discovered during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 15 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with no con-
firmed nestings during the first sur-
vey (Mollhoff, 2001). Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a remarkably rapid survey-
wide population increase (29.18% 
annually) during that period, and an 
amazing estimated annual increase 
rate of 40.66% in Nebraska. Both of 
these estimates are by far the high-

est for any of Nebraska’s birds and 
probably represent substantial over-
estimates.

Passenger Pigeon 
Ectopistes migratorius
Extinct. This species was once a com-
mon migrant and summer resident 
in eastern parts of Nebraska (Johns-
gard, 2003c) and elsewhere in the 
Great Plains, with the last records oc-
curring at about the start of the twen-
tieth century.

Inca Dove 
Columbina inca
Extremely rare. Inca doves wintered 
in Kearney during December and Jan-
uary 1988–89 and were seen in Keya 
Paha County during late November 
1989 (Nebraska Bird Review 58:93). 
The species was also reportedly ob-
served at a Chadron bird feeder dur-
ing the early fall of 1996. By 2009 
eight records had accumulated for 
summer, fall, and winter (Nebraska 
Bird Review 77:102). There are many 
records of this species in Kansas, usu-
ally occurring in late fall or early win-
ter. The species’ nearest breeding area 
is in northern Texas.

Common Ground-Dove 
Columbina passerina
Accidental. This dove was seen at Lin-
coln, Lancaster County, in November 
1976 (American Birds 31:96) and at 
DeSoto National Wildlife Refugee on 
November 18, 1979 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 48:22). One was also seen No-
vember 26, 2004 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 73:81). The species’ nearest 
breeding area is in central Texas.



85

M O U R N I N G D O V EC O LU M B I DA E

White-winged Dove 
Zenaida asiatica
This slowly increasing southern spe-
cies is a rare to occasional summer 
resident. It was photographed in Lin-
coln and Malcolm, Lancaster County, 
May 11–16, 1994 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 64:39), and seen at Scottsbluff 
on April 15–21, 1995 (Nebraska Bird 
Review 64:135). By 2005 there were 
at least 40 state records, mostly be-
tween April 15 and October 10 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 73:10, 56, 142), 
and a probable nesting (Nebraska Bird 
Review 73:120). In recent years this 
dove has been reported several times 
per year, but breeding records are 
still few. Nesting probably occurred in 
2005 and 2007 (Nebraska Bird Review 
75:78, 78:95) but was not well docu-
mented until 2017 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 85:25). One nest of this species 
was discovered during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project (Mollhoff, 2016). Overwin-
tering has been reported a few times 
(Nebraska Bird Review 84:14). Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation increase (0.93% annually) dur-
ing that period.

Mourning Dove 
Zenaida macroura
This species is an abundant spring 
and fall migrant and summer resident 
statewide. Overwintering often occurs 
during mild winters and in sheltered 
locations. It also breeds and migrates 
throughout the entire Great Plains re-
gion.

Migration: Sixty-two initial spring 
sightings range from January 1 to May 

29, with a median of March 26. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 9 to April 8. Ninety final fall 
sightings range from August 30 to De-
cember 31, with a median of Novem-
ber 1. The wide spread of fall depar-
ture dates suggests that the species 
frequently overwinters in the state.

Habitats: A widely adaptable spe-
cies, the mourning dove occurs in 
open woods and edge areas, in parks 
and cities, on grasslands far from 
trees, and in cultivated fields. Al-
though nests are most often placed in 
trees, in treeless areas the birds reg-
ularly nest on the ground. Forty-two 
nests of this species were discovered 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 233 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 213 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Mourning doves are 
probably the most abundant of nest-
ing birds in Nebraska. They nest re-
peatedly through the long Nebraska 
summer, and may successfully raise 
several broods during that time. How-
ever, Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (0.29% 
annually) during that period, and 
Nebraska had an estimated 0.22% 
rate of annual decline. It seems un-
likely that the rapid increase in Eur-
asian collared-doves has impacted the 
mourning dove’s apparently slightly 
declining population, as the two 
seemingly interact very little where 
they are in contact.



86

Y E L L O W-B I L L E D C U C KO O C U C U L I DA E

Œ

Family Cuculidae  
(Cuckoos)

Yellow-billed Cuckoo 
Coccyzus americanus
This species is an increasingly rarer 
spring and fall migrant and summer 
resident statewide, uncommon in the 
east but less common westwardly, 
and increasingly rare in the Panhan-
dle. It also breeds throughout the 
Plains states north to South Dakota 
and southern Minnesota.

Migration: The range of 170 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 12 
to June 10, with a median of May 23. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 15–29. The range of 101 fi-
nal fall sightings is from July 23 to Oc-
tober 14, with a median of September 
15. Half of the records fall within the 
period September 1–27.

Habitats: Migrating and breeding 
birds favor moderately dense thick-
ets near watercourses, second-growth 
woodlands, deserted farmlands over-
grown with shrubs and brush, and 
brushy orchards. Extremely dense 
woods are avoided. One nest of this 
species was discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 19 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 32 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The yellow-billed 
cuckoo is the so-called “rain crow” of 
Nebraska because the birds often call 

as the skies darken just prior to rain. 
Cuckoos are notable skulkers, which 
may predispose them to brood para-
sitism, although that is rare among 
Nebraska native cuckoo species. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (1.45% annually) 
during that period, and Nebraska a 
similar 1.83% rate of annual decline.

Black-billed Cuckoo 
Coccyzus erythropthalmus
This species is a declining spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident al-
most statewide, uncommon in the 
northeast, rarer in the south and west, 
and nearly absent from parts of the 
Panhandle. The black-billed cuckoo 
also breeds throughout the Great 
Plains from North Dakota and Minne-
sota south to Oklahoma and migrates 
throughout.

Migration: The range of 163 initial 
spring sightings is from April 1 to June 
10, with a median of May 24. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
16–30. The range of 60 final fall sight-
ings is from July 28 to October 9, with 
a median of August 30. Half of the re-
cords fall within the period August 25 
to September 9.

Habitats: Relatively dense wooded 
habitats are favored by this species, 
especially those that provide a variety 
of trees, bushes, and vines for possi-
ble nesting sites. No nests of this spe-
cies were discovered during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in two survey blocks in 
Gage and Saunders counties (Moll-
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hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in nine blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This species is consid-
erably less common than the yellow-
billed cuckoo in Nebraska, and its call 
is more like that of a cuckoo clock. 
Both species feed largely on hairy cat-
erpillars such as tent caterpillars, and 
their yearly abundance varies greatly, 
probably in relation to food supplies. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate a survey-wide pop-
ulation decline (1.62% annually) dur-
ing that period, and this decline is 
also evident in Nebraska, where the 
estimated rate of decline was 5.29%. 
The black-billed cuckoo is now only 
very infrequently seen or heard.

Groove-billed Ani 
Crotophaga sulcirostris
Accidental. There have been four sight 
records of this tropical cuckoo, includ-
ing one seen in Antelope County dur-
ing September and October 1952, one 
in Hall County during October 1975, 
one in Cuming County in October 
1976, and one seen at Beaver Lake, 
Cass County (Nebraska Bird Review 
43:49, 45:13, 53:78). It is considered 
accidental in South Dakota, is a casual 
visitant in Kansas, and is irregular in 
Oklahoma. The species’ nearest breed-
ing area is in southern Texas.

B

Family Caprimulgidae 
(Nightjars)

Common Nighthawk 
Chordeiles minor
The common nighthawk is an abun-
dant spring and fall migrant and sum-
mer resident statewide, particularly 
around cities. It is a regular migrant 
and breeder throughout the entire 
Great Plains region.

Migration: The range of 170 initial 
spring records is from April 16 to June 
7, with a median of May 21. Half of the 
records fall within the period May 16–
28. The range of 137 final fall records 
is from July 21 to October 24, with a 
median of September 18. Half of the 
records fall with the period Septem-
ber 8 to October 2.

Habitats: During its stay in Ne-
braska, this species occurs widely 
in open habitats such as grasslands, 
sparse woods, and cities, perhaps be-
ing more common near humans than 
anywhere else, where the tops of flat 
buildings provide perfect nest loca-
tions. Nine nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed in 
seven survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
the same number of confirmed nest-
ing blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The common night-
hawk is easily the most common 
of Nebraska’s “nightjars,” a group 
of insect-eating and seminocturnal 
birds mostly recognized (and usu-
ally named for) their distinctive vo-
calizations. The common nighthawk’s 
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familiar beep call can be heard over 
cities and towns from late May on-
ward. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies had a survey-wide population de-
cline (1.93% annually) during that pe-
riod, whereas there was a surprising 
1.12% estimated rate (based on 49 
survey routes) of annual increase in 
Nebraska.

Common Poorwill 
Phalaenoptilus nuttallii
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident in 
western Nebraska excluding the Sand-
hills, and occurs generally west of a 
line from Sheridan to Harlan counties. 
There have been scattered sightings 
of migrants in eastern counties, and 
a nesting in Lancaster County in 1976 
(Nebraska Bird Review 39:70, 45:42). 
It breeds from in dry habitats from 
southwestern North Dakota south-
ward to central Oklahoma.

Migration: Thirty-three initial 
spring records range from April 25 to 
June 9, with a median of May 6. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 1–16. Eighteen final fall records 
are from July 20 to November 1, with 
a median of September 4. Half of the 
records fall within the period August 
18 to September 16. 

Habitats: Although this species is 
most common in rather rocky habi-
tats with scrubby cover or dry wood-
lands, it also locally extends into 
grasslands. However, the Sandhills 
area is evidently avoided by breeding 
birds. Three nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed 

in three Dundy, Sheridan, and Keya 
Paha County survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in two blocks (Morrill and 
Keya Paha counties) during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This rock- and canyon-
adapted bird is only rarely seen. Of-
ten it is flushed by headlights when 
cars travel down gravel roads at night 
in western Nebraska, and it is mo-
mentarily visible before disappearing 
into the darkness. Its poor-will call 
is a common sound in much of west-
ern Nebraska, but apparently only 
one nest has ever been located in the 
state. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population decline (0.86% an-
nually) during that period.

Chuck-will’s-widow 
Antrostomus carolinensis
The chuck-will’s-widow is a highly 
local but regular spring and fall mi-
grant and presumed summer resident 
in southeastern Nebraska. It has been 
reported regularly from the Indian 
Cave area of Richardson and Nemaha 
counties north to Douglas County (Ne-
braska Bird Review 35:50) and more 
recently to Dakota County. It has been 
heard as far north in the Missouri Val-
ley as the Oahe Dam area in central 
South Dakota, and as far west in the 
Platte Valley as Kearney.

Migration: Fourteen spring records 
range from May 2 to June 9, with a 
median of June 3. No records after Au-
gust 15 are available for Nebraska, but 
in Kansas fall records extend to Sep-
tember 16 (Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: Heavy woodlands near 
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Figure 5. Adult common poor-will (above) and  
male mourning dove cooing (below)
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streams, frequently comprising mixed 
oaks and pines, are the favored hab-
itat of this species. No nests of this 
species were discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: This species is another 
caprimulgid that is named for its 
usual vocalization, and it is the larg-
est member of its family that occurs in 
the state. Although its distinctive on-
omatopoeic call has been heard along 
the Missouri Valley all the way to 
South Dakota, only a single Nebraska 
nest of this highly elusive species has 
been located, in Saunders County. 
There were no confirmed nestings 
in the two state Breeding Bird Atlas 
studies (Mollhoff, 2001, 2016). Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species had a 
survey-wide population decline (2.3% 
annually) during that period.

Eastern Whip-poor-will 
Antrostomus vociferus
This species is a locally common 
spring and fall migrant and summer 
resident along the Missouri River’s 
forested valley from the South Da-
kota line to the Missouri border, the 
lower Niobrara Valley west to eastern 
Cherry County(Nebraska Bird Review 
83:115), and probably also in Pawnee 
County along the Big Nemaha River. 
It was also reported during 2003 in 
Sioux County (Nebraska Bird Review 
71:119) and was judged to be of the 
arizonae taxon.

Migration: Thirty-four initial 
spring records range from April 14 to 
May 21, with a median of May 2. Half 
of the records fall within the period 

April 25 to May 7. Fifteen final fall re-
cords range from July 31 to October 1, 
with a median of September 2. Half of 
the records fall within the period Au-
gust 26 to September 7.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son this species occupies open hard-
wood or mixed woodlands, especially 
younger stands in fairly dry habitats. 
Woodlands with scattered clearings 
also seem to be preferentially used. 
One nest of this species was discov-
ered during the second atlasing period 
of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in one Dixon 
County survey block (Mollhoff, 2016). 
There was also one nesting confirma-
tion (Dakota County) during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Like the chuck-will’s-
widow, the eastern whip-poor-will can 
usually be heard nightly along the for-
ests of the Missouri Valley, but there are 
only two confirmed nesting records, for 
Pawnee and Dakota counties. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.93% annually) during that 
period, and Nebraska had an estimated 
1.12% rate of annual increase.

ı
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Family Apodidae  
(Swifts)

Chimney Swift 
Chaetura pelagica
This species is an abundant spring 
and fall migrant and summer resident 
throughout most of Nebraska, but it is 
less common westwardly and proba-
bly only occasionally breeds west of a 
line from Dawes to Hitchcock coun-
ties. Its western limits now include 
Chadron, Harrison, Gering, and Al-
liance. The chimney swift breeds al-
most throughout the entire region of 
the Plains states but is rare or absent 
in extreme western areas.

Migration: The range of 129 ini-
tial spring records is from March 7 to 
June 6, with a median of April 27. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 20 to May 4. The range of 111 fi-
nal fall records is from July 22 to Oc-
tober 14, with a median of October 7. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod October 2–14.

Habitats: Like the common night-
hawk, this species occurs in a wide va-
riety of open habitats but is probably 
most common in cities, where chim-
neys and other similar human-made 
structures provide roosting and nest-
ing sites. One nest of this species was 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed 
in 18 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in 24 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Chimney swifts are 
now almost entirely city birds, de-
pending on chimneys rather than 

large hollow trees for roosting and 
nesting. They have been seen circling 
over Cedar Point Biological Station, 
but there are no suitable chimneys 
there, and the birds move on. Chimney 
swifts evidently mate in flight, and 
some swifts are believed even to sleep 
in flight using unihemispheric sleep, 
that is, leaving one brain hemisphere 
active while the other rests. Their 
flight speeds have been exaggerated, 
probably because of their very rapid 
wing beats, but they have been timed 
at almost 40 miles per hour. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (2.5% annually) during that 
period, and a 2.03% rate of annual de-
cline in Nebraska.

White-throated Swift 
Aeronautes saxatalis
This species is a locally common 
spring and fall migrant and summer 
resident in the Pine Ridge region, ex-
tending east to northwestern Sheridan 
County, the vicinity of Scottsbluff, and 
the Wildcat Hills. Vagrants have been 
seen east to central Sheridan County.

Migration: Twenty-six initial 
spring sightings range from April 19 
to June 10, with a median of May 18. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 10 to June 1. Ten final fall 
sightings are from August 1 to Sep-
tember 22, with a median of August 
29.

Habitats: Steep cliffs and deep can-
yons are the ideal habitat of this spe-
cies, with nesting occurring in the 
inaccessible cracks and crevices of 
such locations. No nests of this spe-
cies was discovered during the second 
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Figure 6. Adult white-throated swift (above) and  
chimney swift at nest (below)
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atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, but nesting was con-
firmed in four Banner, Scotts Bluff, 
and Dawes County survey blocks 
(Mollhoff, 2016), as compared with a 
confirmed nesting in one Scotts Bluff 
County block during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Nests have been found 
at West Ash Creek Canyon, Dawes 
County (Nebraska Bird Review 73:17). 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (1.68% annually) 
during that period.

Q
Family Trochilidae 
(Hummingbirds)

Ruby-throated Hummingbird 
Archilochus colubris
This species is an uncommon to com-
mon spring and fall migrant and sum-
mer resident in eastern Nebraska, 
with nesting occurring at least along 
the Missouri River’s forested valley 
and west probably rarely along the 
Platte River to at least Keith County 
(Nebraska Bird Review 76:60, 105). 
Vagrants appear farther west during 
migration, sometimes as far as Garden 
and Scotts Bluff counties. It breeds in 
the eastern half of the entire Plains 
states.

Migration: The range of 160 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 7 to 
June 10, with a median of May 12. Half 
of the records fall within the period 

May 5–17. Sixty-four final fall sight-
ings are from July 30 to October 8, 
with a median of September 13. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
September 2–18.

Habitats: Migrants often appear in 
city gardens or other areas where nec-
tar-bearing flowers occur, but breed-
ing is done in woodlands, orchards, 
and parks where large trees as well 
as flowering herbs and shrubs are 
available. Five nests of this species 
were discovered during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, nesting was confirmed 
in two Dodge and Dixon County sur-
vey blocks, and ten probable nestings 
were reported from Jefferson County 
to Cedar County (Mollhoff, 2016), as 
compared with confirmed nestings in 
two blocks of Douglas and Washington 
counties during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population increase 
(1.44% annually) during that period. 
The increase in popularity of using 
hummingbird feeders has greatly in-
creased the number of hummingbird 
reports, stretched out the extent of 
early spring and late fall records, and 
allowed for the documentation of sev-
eral rare western hummingbird spe-
cies in Nebraska.

Black-chinned Hummingbird 
Archilochus alexandri
Accidental. An adult female was pho-
tographed in Scottsbluff, May 7–8, 
2012 (Nebraska Bird Review 80:59–
60; Delara and Smith, 2013). The 
other two records were July 28, 2013, 
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near Ogallala, and September 13–16, 
2013, at Shelton (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 81:112, 147). The black-chinned 
hummingbird is a rare summer visitor 
and possible summer resident in Kan-
sas (Thompson et al., 2011). The spe-
cies’ nearest known breeding area is 
in western Oklahoma.

Anna’s Hummingbird 
Calypte anna
Accidental. One record exists for this 
species: a bird was seen and photo-
graphed in an Omaha yard from No-
vember 19 to December 9, 2016 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 84:162). The 
species’ nearest breeding area is 
southern New Mexico.

Costa’s Hummingbird 
Calypte costae
Accidental. Three records exist for 
this species; the first was one pres-
ent from about October 5 to Novem-
ber 17, 2001, at a Lexington feeder 
(Nebraska Bird Review 69:175, 71:97). 
As of 2010 there were three state re-
cords. The second was at Lake Mc-
Conaughy from early September to 
October 23, 2013, and the was third 
was a bird at a Sarpy County feeder 
from September 10 to mid-October, 
2010 (Nebraska Bird Review 81:147, 
84:163). The species’ nearest breed-
ing area is in Arizona.

Broad-tailed Hummingbird 
Selasphorus platycercus
This species is an occasional migrant 
in western Nebraska, mostly in fall, 
but with some summer records. Pos-
sible breeding has occurred in Scotts 
Bluff County (Nebraska Bird Review 
75:70), but  state breeding is still un-

proven. Several sight records exist 
for Dawes and Scotts Bluff counties, 
and it has also been seen in Lincoln, 
Keith, Adams, and McPherson coun-
ties. As of 2016 there were four doc-
umented spring records, most from 
Dawes County (Nebraska Bird Review 
82:60, 84:73). There were also about 
ten fall records for eastern Nebraska 
through 2011 (Nebraska Bird Review 
80:96). The broad-tailed humming-
bird is a common breeder in Wyo-
ming and Colorado, a rare breeder 
in western South Dakota (Tallman, 
Swanson, & Palmer, 2002), and a rare 
migrant in western Kansas (Thomp-
son et al., 2011).

Migration: Fifteen initial fall re-
cords of this autumn migrant range 
from July 20 to September 13, with 
a median of August 4. Sixteen final 
fall records are from August 3 to Sep-
tember 14, with a median of August 
14. Half of the total fall records fall 
within the period July 29 to August 16.

Habitats: Migrants are normally 
associated with open plains, forest 
clearings, and mountain parklands 
but sometimes appear in gardens or 
at hummingbird feeders as well.

Comments: Broad-tailed humming-
birds are very common nesters in the 
mountains of Colorado and Wyoming; 
the birds seen in western Nebraska 
are probably vagrants from there.

Rufous Hummingbird 
Selasphorus rufus
This species is an occasional fall mi-
grant in western Nebraska, rare in the 
east. Most of the records are for Scotts 
Bluff County. As of 2010, there had 
been more than 20 records for east-
ern Nebraska (Nebraska Bird Review 
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78:96). It is a rare regular migrant in 
western South Dakota and western to 
central Kansas, especially during fall. 
The nearest breeding area is in north-
western Wyoming.

Migration: Sixteen fall sightings of 
this species range from July 30 to Sep-
tember 14, with a median of August 
12. Half of the records fall within a pe-
riod August 9–17. There is at least one 
spring record (Nebraska Bird Review 
81:64). Kansas records extend (sur-
prisingly) to December 6 (Thompson 
et al., 2011).

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with plains, foothills, and urban gar-
dens.

Comments: Hummingbirds have 
greatly expanded their winter range 
in recent years, now commonly over-
wintering along the Gulf Coast states 
and even occasionally wandering east 
to the New England states. Probably 
this has resulted at least in part from 
the increase in hummingbird feeding 
activities, and more records of such 
rare hummingbirds can be expected. 
The species’ nearest breeding area is 
in northwestern Wyoming.

Calliope Hummingbird 
Selasphorus calliope
This tiny hummingbird is a rare mi-
grant, mainly in western Nebraska. 
There is a specimen record for Lin-
coln County, obtained in April 1962 
(Nebraska Bird Review 30:55), and 
the species had been seen in the 
same county in August 1960. A spec-
imen was collected in Sioux County 
on June 23, 1994 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 64:135). There were 13 records 
through 2003, mostly for fall (Ne-
braska Bird Review 71:157). The cal-

liope hummingbird is a rare regular 
migrant in western South Dakota and 
western Kansas, especially during fall; 
Kansas records extend to October 19 
(Thompson et al., 2011). The species’ 
nearest breeding area is in northwest-
ern Wyoming.

q

Family Rallidae  
(Rails and Coots)

Yellow Rail 
Coturnicops noveboracensis
This species is a very rare spring 
and fall migrant in Nebraska. Most 
of the records are for eastern coun-
ties. There are at least two June re-
cords, suggesting possible breeding 
(Nebraska Bird Review 41:24), but 
the nearest area of known breeding is 
southern Minnesota. It also breeds in 
eastern North Dakota and perhaps in 
South Dakota, Kansas, and Iowa.

Migration: Eight total spring re-
cords are from April 26 to June 10, 
with a mean of May 6. The fall records 
are for late September–early October, 
include one at Peru Bottoms Wildlife 
Management Area, Nemaha County, 
and one at Omaha (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 83:163–164). In Kansas it has 
been reported from as early as March 
5 to as late as October 29 (Thompson 
et al., 2011).

Habitats: During migration, the 
yellow rail is likely to be found in 
marshes with extensive grassy or 
sedge vegetation. When it occurs in 
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the same marshes with Virginia and 
sora rails, it tends to occupy the dens-
est areas of sedges, while the other 
species are more often found in areas 
of cattails and bulrushes.

Comments: Yellow rails are among 
the most elusive of birds, and even the 
most avid birders often fail to add this 
species to their life lists. Most have to 
settle for hearing responses to play-
backs of the species’ calls.

Black Rail 
Laterallus jamaicensis
This species is an apparently very rare 
spring and fall migrant and a possi-
ble breeder. Two specimen records 
exist from Nemaha County for Sep-
tember of 1873, one bird was seen in 
the Omaha Market, and there was an 
early sight record for Cuming County 
(Bruner, Wolcott, & Swenk, 1904). 
Recent records include one possibly 
seen at Lake 11 near Omaha, Douglas 
County, September 20, 1979; one re-
ported on May 13, 1979, from Phelps 
County (Nebraska Bird Review 47:67), 
and one also reported present (based 
on questionable tape recordings) at 
Crescent Lake National Wildlife Ref-
uge in late May 1991 and 1995 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 49:42, 63:73). As 
of 2016 only two Nebraska records 
(out of about 20 total reports) had 
been accepted by the NOU Records 
Committee. Using a call-playback 
technique, McGregor et al. (2016) elic-
ited vocal responses from a black rail 
at Harvard Waterfowl Production Area 
on June 15, 2016. Nebraska is slightly 
north of the black rail’s known Kansas 
breeding range, but possible Nebraska 
breedings have been suggested north 
and west to Crescent Lake National 

Wildlife Refuge and Morrill County. 
Fall calling at Peru Bottoms Wildlife 
Management Area, Nemaha County, 
suggests possible territorial activity 
(Nebraska Bird Review 83:164). This 
species was also reported from Lan-
caster County in May 1980 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 48:88) and (based on 
a calling bird) from Verdigre, Knox 
County, November 1, 2002 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 71:138).

Migration: The few Nebraska re-
cords extend from May 13 to Novem-
ber 2. In Kansas it has been reported 
from as early as April 21 to as late as 
October 29 (Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: In the Great Plains this 
species occupies marshy meadows 
that are heavily overgrown with 
sedges and grasses. Like the yellow 
rail, it is much more likely to be heard 
than seen.

Comments: This species is even 
less frequently seen than the yellow 
rail, although some people have told 
stories of sitting still beside a dense 
marsh and seeing a black rail sud-
denly appear and nearly walk across 
their feet. Playback of recordings of 
black rail calls at the Crescent Lake 
refuge have suggested that a breeding 
population may occur there, but this 
remains to be proven, as does possi-
ble breeding in the Rainwater Basin.

Clapper Rail 
Rallus longirostris
Accidental. A clapper rail was cap-
tured in a trap at Stapleton, Logan 
County, January 20, 1951, and an in-
dividual was also observed near Brule, 
May 9, 1954 (Brown, Dinsmore, & 
Brown, 2012). The species’ nearest 
breeding area is in coastal Texas.
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King Rail 
Rallus elegans
The king rail is a rare summer resi-
dent in eastern Nebraska. An old nest-
ing record exists for Douglas County. 
There are very few more recent re-
cords, but this rail probably breeds 
mainly and locally in the eastern Rain-
water Basin. It possibly also nests in 
the Clear Creek marshes at the west 
end of Lake McConaughy, and in Sher-
idan and Morrill counties. Most recent 
regional sightings are from eastern 
North Dakota and southern Minne-
sota southward to eastern Texas. It 
has nested rarely in South Dakota and 
is an uncommon, local breeder in Kan-
sas (Thompson et al., 2011).

Migration: Nine total spring re-
cords extend from April 2 to June 9, 
with a mean of May 6. Five fall re-
cords are from July 10 to September 
11, with a mean of August 7. Kansas 
records extend to late December and 
suggest that occasional overwintering 
occurs there (Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son this species is associated with 
freshwater marshes, up to four feet 
deep, with abundant shoreline and 
emergent vegetation.

Comments: This large rail has been 
seen several times in the Lincoln area, 
but no recent recent nesting records 
have been established for Nebraska.

Virginia Rail 
Rallus limicola
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and summer resi-
dent almost statewide. It is less com-
mon in the Panhandle but is regular in 
southern Sioux and Dawes counties. 
It breeds widely in the Great Plains 

except in the drier western areas and 
also the southeastern portion, and it 
occurs throughout during migration.

Migration: Thirty-six initial spring 
sightings are from February 14 to June 
1, with a median of May 8. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 
29–May 16. Thirteen final fall sight-
ings are from July 21 to October 13, 
with a median of September 16.

Habitats: The primary breeding 
habitats are marshes with extensive 
stands of emergent vegetation such as 
taller grasses, bulrushes, and sedges. 
Nests are built over wet ground or in 
shallow water among emergent veg-
etation. One nest of this species was 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed in 
three survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in six blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Virginia rails nest reg-
ularly across the state, especially in 
the Sandhills, but actual nesting re-
cords seem limited to Sioux, Sheridan, 
Garden, Arthur, Lincoln, Cherry, Hall, 
Holt, and Lancaster counties. Until 
Lake Ogallala was modified to allow 
for increased hydropower capabilities 
for Kingsley Dam in the 1980s, a veri-
table chorus of sora and Virginia rails 
could be heard regularly on summer 
evenings. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (1.01% 
annually) during that period.

Sora 
Porzana carolina
This species is a common spring and 
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fall migrant and locally common sum-
mer resident nearly statewide but is 
more local in the Panhandle.

Migration: Of 108 initial spring re-
cords, the range is from March 10 to 
June 3, and the median is May 6. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 30 to May 12. Twenty-five final 
fall sightings are from July 27 to No-
vember 27, with a median of Septem-
ber 30.

Habitats: Habitats are apparently 
almost identical to those of the Vir-
ginia rail, namely marshlands with 
extensive stands of dense emergent 
vegetation, especially grasses and 
grassland plants. Nesting tends to oc-
cur in deeper water than is preferred 
by the Virginia rail, often in water 
9–12 inches deep and well concealed 
in cattails, bulrushes, or sedges.

Comments: The sora is the com-
monest of the rails in Nebraska, but 
even so nesting records are rather few 
and far between (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 80:40–42). During the first at-
lasing period there was only a single 
confirmed nesting, in Lincoln County 
(Mollhoff, 2001). One nest of this spe-
cies was also discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting 
was confirmed in two Saunders and 
Howard County survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with a con-
firmed nesting in one Lincoln County 
block during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001). The eggs and nests of sora 
and Virginia rails are nearly identical. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population increase (0.43% annually) 

during that period, and a 3.89% an-
nual increase in Nebraska.

Purple Gallinule 
Porphyrio martinica
Accidental. This gallinule was ob-
served in Cuming County in the sum-
mer of 1884 or 1885, and a second 
one was observed in Gage County on 
March 28, 1962 (Nebraska Bird Review 
38:50). There are records from spring 
to early summer for at least ten Kan-
sas counties (Thompson et al., 2011), 
and breeding occurs no closer than 
southeastern Oklahoma.

Common Gallinule 
Gallinula galeata
This species is an occasional migrant 
in eastern Nebraska and a rare sum-
mer resident. There are a few old and 
scattered breeding records (Cherry, 
Lincoln, and Douglas counties), and 
more recent records in Lancaster, 
Seward, and Fillmore counties (Moll-
hoff, 2001, 2016). As of 2009 there 
had been about ten breeding records 
(Nebraska Bird Review 77:144).

Migration: Sixteen initial spring 
records are from March 23 to June 1, 
with a median of May 11. Half of the 
records fall within the period May 
1–29. Three final fall sightings are 
from July 26 to September 29, with 
a mean of August 22. Kansas records 
extend to November 10 (Thompson et 
al., 2011).

Habitats: The favored summer hab-
itat of the common gallinule consists 
of freshwater ponds and marshes hav-
ing an abundance of emergent vege-
tation. Nests are usually placed above 
water or on land surrounded by water. 
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Figure 7. Adult American coot (above) and adult sora (below)
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No nests of this species were discov-
ered during the second atlasing period 
of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, but 
nesting was confirmed in one Seward 
County survey block (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in three blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Common gallinules 
(called “common moorhens” in Brit-
ain) are moderately common birds, 
but they are nearly as elusive as rails 
in most locations. Yet in England, 
where they are fully protected, they 
are as fearless as coots and can be 
easily seen in park lagoons, even in 
the heart of London.

American Coot 
Fulica americana
This species is a common to abun-
dant spring and fall migrant and sum-
mer resident. It occurs throughout 
the state but is most abundant in the 
Sandhills marshes. Sometimes it over-
winters where open water exists.

Migration: Seventy-four initial 
spring sightings are from February 
4 to June 7, with a median of March 
29. Half of the records fall within the 
period March 19 to April 24. Eighty-
two final fall records are from July 
25 to December 31, with a median of 
November 2. Half of the records fall 
within the period October 14 to No-
vember 21.

Habitats: A wide variety of wet-
lands, ranging from small ponds or 
large lakes and reservoirs are used 
throughout the year, but those that 
are fairly shallow and rich in sub-
merged aquatic plants are favored. 
Nesting usually occurs in emergent 

vegetation. Thirty-six nests of this 
species were discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 23 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 32 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Coots have a bad “im-
age” problem—they tend to be “tame,” 
and they dive with some difficulty 
(because their toes are not fully 
webbed) so they are often judged to 
be stupid. Hunters scoff at them as 
game birds because they take flight 
with some difficulty. During the 1950s 
the US Fish and Wildlife Service tried 
to popularize their hunting (and in-
crease the sale of hunting permits) 
by increasing the daily kill limit and 
calling them “white-billed ducks,” but 
this did nothing to enhance the coots’ 
popularity. Yet, they are fascinating 
to watch as they establish and vig-
orously defend their territories with 
fights and threats, and industriously 
guard and feed their strange-look-
ing chicks. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (0.62% 
annually) during that period, and Ne-
braska had an estimated 3.47% rate 
of annual decline.

©
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Family Gruidae  
(Cranes)

Sandhill Crane 
Antigone canadensis
This species is an abundant spring mi-
grant in the Platte Valley from Grand 
Island to Lewellen, becoming less nu-
merous elsewhere but common west 
locally in the Clear Creek area of Lake 
McConaughy and around North Platte, 
Hershey, and Scottsbluff (Winters 
Creek).

Generally less abundant in the 
fall. Other than the Platte Valley, the 
only significant area of migrant con-
centration is near the Harlan County 
Reservoir, which the birds have in-
creasingly used in early spring. Else-
where in the Great Plains it is a reg-
ular but less common migrant. It is a 
widespread but local breeder. In re-
cent years possibly breeding adults 
have been seen in at least 11 counties 
during the breeding season (Nebraska 
Bird Review 81:109, 82:16–17). Since 
1996, breeding has occurred in the 
eastern Rainwater Basin on many oc-
casions (Nebraska Bird Review 67:48; 
71:113; 75:76; 76:101, 158; 77:54; 
Brown & Johnsgard, 2013), as well 
as in Morrill County (Chet and Jane 
Fleisbach Wildlife Management Area) 
and Scotts Bluff County (Kiowa Wild-
life Management Area) (Nebraska Bird 
Review 81:58).

Migration: Fifty-seven initial 
spring sightings are from January 8 to 
May 1, with a median of March 1. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
February 10 to March 20. Thirty final 

spring sightings are from March 9 to 
June 1, with a median of April 7. Fifty-
five initial fall sightings are from Sep-
tember 2 to November 24, with a me-
dian of October 8. Half of the records 
fall within the period September 28 to 
October 22. Fifty-three final fall sight-
ings are from October 1 to December 
31, with a median of November 5.

Habitats: Slowly flowing rivers, 
with relatively bare bars and islands 
for roosting, and adjacent wet mead-
ows and croplands for foraging, are 
used by this species during migra-
tion. The Platte Valley is evidently 
the optimum spring habitat for this 
species in the entire Plains region. 
Spring concentrations there are un-
equaled anywhere in North America, 
usually peaking at about 500,000–
550,000 in late March. Scattered 
breeding now occurs in marshes al-
most statewide, but the birds are 
then so elusive their nests are only 
rarely found (Nebraska Bird Review 
81:58). No nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, but nesting was confirmed in 
four Garden, Rock, and York County 
survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: Sandhill cranes are the 
perfect harbinger of spring in Ne-
braska: they arrive with the break in 
winter weather (as soon as the Platte 
becomes nearly ice-free) and their 
departure coincides with the leafing 
out of our flowering trees and shrubs. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population increase (4.74% annually) 
during that period.
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Figure 8. Adult sandhill crane, male uttering mild alarm (“guard”) call
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Common (Eurasian) Crane 
Grus grus
Extremely rare. Apparently two dif-
ferent individuals were observed in 
Lincoln County during 1972, and in 
1974 one was seen in Kearney County 
on March 16 and 25. An adult was re-
ported March 30–31, 1996, in Hall 
County (Nebraska Bird Review 64:80–
82; Brogie, 1997). One was also ob-
served from March 6 until about 
March 14, 1999, in Kearney and Buf-
falo counties, and a probable male 
with a sandhill crane mate and two 
apparently hybrid offspring were seen 
in Hall County in mid-March 2000. 
A Eurasian crane was also observed 
near Lewellen, March 19, 2009, and 
elsewhere (Hershey, North Platte) 
that same month, and appeared near 
Hershey again March 18–24, 2010 
(Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012). 
As of 2011 there were 14 state records 
(Nebraska Bird Review 76:58, 77:54, 
78:47, 79:53). One was reported Feb-
ruary 7, 2017, about 70 miles west 
of Kearney (Nebraska Bird Review 
85:10).

Whooping Crane 
Grus americana
This species is an occasional spring 
and fall migrant in Nebraska, more 
often present in spring than in fall. It 
has been observed in at least 26 coun-
ties but most commonly in Buffalo 
and Kearney counties. As of the early 
2000s it had also been observed at 
least ten times each in Dawson, Hall, 
Lincoln, and Adams counties. More 
than 90% of the pre-1977 sightings 
occurred within 30 miles of the Platte 
River, and about 80% have occurred 
between Lexington and Grand Island 

(Johnsgard & Redfield, 1977). There 
have been many recent sightings, with 
four confirmed and five probable in 
the fall of 1994 alone (Nebraska Bird 
Review 62:149–150) and 20 during the 
spring 1996 migration (Nebraska Bird 
Review 64:69). It is also rare to occa-
sional in Oklahoma, Kansas, and the 
Dakotas; extremely rare in Colorado; 
and accidental in Minnesota.

Migration: An early summary of 
migration records for the whoop-
ing crane has already been published 
(Nebraska Bird Review 45:54–56), 
which indicates that the spring mi-
gration historically extended from 
early March to late May, with a peak 
during the period April 1–15. The ear-
liest spring record is for February 
10, 1995; many individual whooping 
cranes have followed early arriving 
sandhill cranes to the Platte Valley. 
The fall migration extends from mid-
September to early November, with a 
peak during the period October 11 to 
25. Jorgensen and Brown (2017) pro-
vided data showing that this historic 
schedule is now outdated, owing to 
climate change, with spring arrival 
times occurring earlier and fall de-
parture times later.

Habitats: While in Nebraska, the 
Platte Valley is the primary habitat, 
and a wide and slow-flowing river, 
with its numerous sandbars and is-
lands, and adjacent wet meadows, 
grain fields, and marshlands, is evi-
dently an important combination of 
habitat characteristics. The species 
migrates later in spring than does 
the sandhill crane, and thus does not 
normally associate with it. It uses 
marshy areas, playa “lagoons,” and 
similar wetlands for foraging to a 
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larger degree than does the sandhill 
crane, in conjunction with its greater 
dependence on aquatic invertebrates 
(Johns gard, 2001b, 2015a).

Comments: Whooping cranes have 
stopped in Nebraska’s Platte Valley 
more often than anywhere else along 
their entire migration route between 
wintering and breeding ranges. Unlike 
sandhill cranes’ behavior, flock sizes 
are quite small, often composed of 
single families. In recent years a few 
cranes have arrived early with flocks 
of sandhill cranes; presumably these 
are immature birds. By the fall of 2017 
the estimated population of the pri-
mary Wood Buffalo–Aransas flock was 
judged to be 431 birds, based on win-
tering birds arriving at Aransas Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge.

(Hooded Crane) 
Grus monacha
Hypothetical. A hooded crane was 
observed and photographed in Hall 
County for 17 days from March 25 to 
April 11, 2001. This rare east Asian 
species of crane was believed to have 
been a possible escape from captiv-
ity (Nebraska Bird Review 79:53), 
but an apparently wild hooded crane 
was also more recently seen and pho-
tographed in Tennessee and Indiana 
during January and February 2012.

g

Family Charadriidae 
(Plovers)

Black-bellied Plover 
Pluvialis squatarola
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
becoming rarer westwardly. Black-
bellied plovers are less common in fall 
than during spring but more common 
in both seasons than the golden plo-
ver. It migrates throughout most of 
the Great Plains region. The nearest 
breeding area is in northern Nunavut.

Migration: Sixty-six total spring 
sightings range from April 4 to June 
9, with a median of May 16. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
12–23. Thirteen initial fall sightings 
are from July 27 to October 2, with 
a median of August 20. Thirteen fi-
nal fall sightings are from August 27 
to November 12, with a median of Oc-
tober 6.

Habitats: Migrating birds use mud-
flats, shallow ponds, and plowed fields.

Comments: In contrast to most 
shorebirds, ploughed fields are a fa-
vorite habitat for migrant black-bel-
lied plovers. In these locations the 
black and white plumage patterns 
seem adaptive. This species and the 
golden-plovers are almost unique 
among American shorebirds in having 
darker underparts than backs, which 
is contrary to the principle of counter-
shading for maximum concealment.

American Golden-Plover 
Pluvialis dominica
This species is an uncommon to oc-
casional migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
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becoming rarer westwardly. It is more 
common in spring than fall but pres-
ent both seasons. It migrates through-
out most of the Great Plains region. 
The nearest breeding area is in north-
ern Manitoba.

Migration: Forty-nine total spring 
sightings are from April 6 to May 29, 
with a median of May 7. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 25 
to May 14. Ten initial fall sightings are 
from September 2 to October 9, with 
a median of September 28. Ten final 
fall sightings are from September 8 to 
November 20, with a median of Oc-
tober 12.

Habitats: Migrants favor grass 
stubble, short pasturelands, and 
newly plowed fields. As many as 1,000 
birds have been seen around Utica and 
Tamora in mid-April (Nebraska Bird 
Review 85:62).

Comments: In common with the 
previous species, the upperpart col-
oration of adults in breeding plumage 
is spangled with dark and light mark-
ings. When crouched on a nest these 
patterns merge almost perfectly with 
the wet tundra (golden-plovers) or 
dry tundra (black-bellied plover) hab-
itats that are each species’ preferred 
nest sites.

Snowy Plover 
Charadrius nivosus
This species is a rare summer resident. 
There are two early specimen records 
from Lancaster County (Nebraska Bird 
Review 1:31). The snowy plover was 
also observed in Antelope County in 
1955, Adams County in 1957, Lincoln 
County in 1964, Lancaster County in 
1972, Phelps County in 1974, and Keith 
County in 1977. It has since been re-

ported in Phelps County in May 1994 
and 1995 (Nebraska Bird Review 62:99, 
64:71) and in Fillmore and Clay coun-
ties in 1996 (Brogie, 1997). It has been 
a rare nester at Lake McConaughy 
since at least 2000 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 73:154–156; Brown, Dinsmore, & 
Brown, 2012).

Migration: Six spring records for 
this species range from April 6 to May 
17, with a mean of April 28. Five fall 
records are from August 7 to Septem-
ber 7, with a mean of August 21. Kan-
sas fall records extend to October 18 
(Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: Migrants are found on 
mudflats, alkaline flats, sandy shore-
lines, and in shallow ponds. Twenty-
four nests of this species were discov-
ered during the second atlasing period 
of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in four survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: As for the piping plo-
ver, the pale gray back of the snowy 
plover matches the color of dry sand 
and makes the birds almost impos-
sible to see when they are sitting on 
their eggs. It has been suggested that 
the black upper breast markings of 
these birds are examples of disrup-
tive coloration, actually making them 
harder to see.

Semipalmated Plover 
Charadrius semipalmatus
This species is an uncommon to occa-
sional spring and fall migrant state-
wide but probably is more common 
eastwardly. It also migrates through-
out the entire Plains region.

Migration: Eighty-two initial 
spring sightings are from March 24 to 
June 6, with a median of May 12. Six-
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teen initial fall sightings are from July 
25 to September 24, with a median of 
August 11. Sixteen final fall sightings 
are from July 30 to October 14, with a 
median of September 18.

Habitats: Migrants favor mudflats, 
shallow ponds, and the muddy banks 
of slowly flowing rivers.

Comments: Unlike the snowy and 
piping plovers, this species is a high-
Arctic breeder, nesting on pebbly tun-
dra sites. Its back is the color of wet 
sand, which helps to distinguish the 
species from the two just-mentioned 
species.

Piping Plover 
Charadrius melodus
The piping plover is an occasional to 
rare spring and fall migrant, and a lo-
cal rare summer resident. Older nest-
ing records are numerous for the Ni-
obrara, North and South Platte, Loup, 
and Missouri Rivers, but most of the 
recent records are for the Platte (espe-
cially from Dawson County eastward), 
lower Niobrara and upper Missouri, 
Loup, and Middle Loup Rivers and at 
Lake McConaughy. Recent Breeding 
Bird Surveys indicate that 250–280 
pairs breed in the state, most in the 
central Platte Valley, at Lake McCo-
naughy, on spoil piles associated with 
gravel operations, and other human-
altered habitats (Brown, Jorgensen, 
& Rehme, 2008). In 2005, 202 nests 
were found at Lake McConaughy, com-
pared with 182 in 2004 and 117 in 
2003 (Nebraska Bird Review 73:101). 
Counts in 2006 and 2011 revealed 723 
(2006) and 330 birds in the state, 
many at Lake McConaughy (Nebraska 
Bird Review 79:88). It is classified as 
both nationally and state threatened.

Migration: Sixty-one initial spring 
sightings are from March 27 to June 
1, with a median of May 3. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 
21 to May 12. Five final fall sightings 
are from July 27 to September 5, with 
a mean of August 19. Fall Kansas re-
cords extend to October 22 (Thomp-
son et al., 2011).

Habitats: Breeding birds are usu-
ally associated with sparsely vege-
tated shorelines of shallow lakes and 
impoundments, especially those hav-
ing bare sand or salt-encrusted ar-
eas of gravel, sand, or pebbly mud. 
Clutches are laid in areas of pebbly 
gravel, the eggs often closely match-
ing the color and stones of the sur-
rounding area. Suitable areas include 
shorelines of natural wetlands as 
well as human-created habitats (Ne-
braska Bird Review 76:72–80). Dou-
ble-brooding has been reported in 
Nebraska (Hunt et al., 2015). About 
200 nests of this species were dis-
covered as a result of intensive sur-
veys by Mary Bomberger Brown and 
her assistants during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed 
in 12 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nest-
ings in 21 blocks during the first sur-
vey (Mollhoff, 2001). Brown and col-
leagues have surveyed and researched 
this species extensively (Brown & Jor-
gensen, 2010; Brown, Jorgensen, & 
Rehme, 2008).

Comments: The piping plover is 
one of the state’s breeding birds that 
is considered nationally threatened. 
Changes in annual river flows of the 
Missouri and Platte Rivers have de-
stroyed much of its historic breeding 
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habitat, although sandpit operations 
have provided some new opportuni-
ties. The total northern Great Plains 
population comprised about 1,250 
pairs in the mid-1990s, of which Ne-
braska’s component represented about 
20%. In 2006 the Platte Valley pop-
ulation accounted for nearly 5% of 
the Interior race’s entire population 
(Mary B. Brown, cited by Johnsgard, 
2012e).

Killdeer 
Charadrius vociferus
This species is a common to abundant 
spring and fall migrant and summer 
resident statewide. Killdeer overwin-
ter infrequently in the state. It also 
breeds and migrates throughout the 
Great Plains.

Migration: The range of 86 initial 
spring sightings is from February 11 
to May 27, with a median of March 
13. Half of the records fall within the 
period March 8–19. The range of 110 
final fall records is from August 18 to 
December 31, with a median of Octo-
ber 19. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 27 to Novem-
ber 10.

Habitats: This highly adaptable 
species often occurs on open fields 
during migration but typically breeds 
near wetlands where there is exposed 
ground nearby. Killdeer seem to pre-
fer gravelly, stony, or sandy areas for 
nesting, but they also nest in a wide 
variety of locations, sometimes even 
in garden plots and on building roof-
tops. Twenty-nine nests of this species 
were discovered during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, and nesting was confirmed 
in 145 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 

as compared with confirmed nestings 
in 157 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This is the most wide-
spread and common plover in North 
America, often nesting well away 
from water and close to human pop-
ulation centers. Its conspicuous kill-
deer calls can be heard in Nebraska 
from mid-March onward, and its de-
fensive “broken-wing” behavior is 
familiar to every rural schoolchild. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (1.09% annually) 
during that period, whereas Nebraska 
had an estimate (based on 51 survey 
routes) of a 0.8% rate of annual in-
crease.

Mountain Plover 
Charadrius montanus
This species is a rare spring and fall 
migrant and summer resident in ex-
treme western Nebraska (Kimball 
grasslands and shortgrass prairies). 
A record of young seen in Kimball 
County in 1974 was the first known 
case of breeding in the state, and it 
was later found breeding there in 
1990 and 1991. Breeding records ex-
ist for at least Kimball, Cheyenne, and 
Banner counties. In 2005 47 nests 
were located in Kimball County by 
Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory bi-
ologists, and one in Banner County, 
over 20,000 acres of dryland wheat 
fields (Nebraska Bird Review 73:101). 
In 2010 the Rocky Mountain Bird Ob-
servatory monitored 109 nests, which 
produced 30 broods (Nebraska Bird 
Review 78:93). The species is listed as 
state threatened. In Kansas there are 
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breeding records for six counties and 
occurrence records for an additional 
15 counties (Thompson et al., 2011).

Migration: Two initial spring sight-
ings are for May 8 and May 15. There 
are no available fall records. In Kan-
sas records extend from March 30 to 
November 6 (Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: Migrants or breeders in 
the Great Plains are usually found in 
short-grass plains habitats but some-
times also on sandy semiarid flats that 
support some brush or cactus. Nest-
ing occurs in extremely exposed loca-
tions, often on bare ground. As a re-
sult of intensive studies by the Rocky 
Mountain Bird Observatory (e.g., Ne-
braska Bird Review 76:120–128), a to-
tal of 235 nests of this species were 
discovered by the Rocky Mountain 
Bird Observatory during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in three Dundy County survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). No nestings 
were found during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This characteristic spe-
cies of the shortgrass plains benefits 
from grazing by bison or cattle, and 
its population has been seriously de-
clining in recent years. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population 
decline (3.41% annually) during that 
period.

Y

Family Recurvirostridae 
(Stilts and Avocets)

Black-necked Stilt 
Himantopus mexicanus
This species is a rare spring migrant. 
There was no evidence of breeding 
within the state until nesting began at 
Crescent Lake National Wildlife Ref-
uge, Garden County, in 1985. Breeding 
has also occurred near Lakeside, Sher-
idan County, since at least 1985, and 
was documented in Dawes County in 
1994, in Hall County in 1998, at Funk 
Waterfowl Production Area in 2003, 
and at Harvard Waterfowl Production 
Area and North Lake Basin (Seward 
County) in 2005. As of 2008 there had 
been five nestings in the eastern Rain-
water Basin (Nebraska Bird Review 
76:101, 159). There are also scattered 
nonbreeding records from other coun-
ties as far east as Antelope County, 
but no pattern of geographic consis-
tency is evident.

Migration: Eight records extend 
from April 30 to August 8. Five of 
the records are for the month of May. 
Kansas records extend from March 
21 to September 10 (Thompson et al., 
2011).

Habitats: Black-necked stilts are 
generally associated with alkali ponds 
and marshes, often those used by av-
ocets. Ten nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, and nesting was confirmed in four 
survey blocks, three of which were in 
the Rainwater Basin (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
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in two Sheridan and Garden County 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: This elegant, long-
legged shorebird has been slowly in-
creasing in Nebraska and elsewhere 
in the Great Plains. It seems to favor 
shallow, alkaline ponds such as those 
found in the western parts of Crescent 
Lake National Wildlife Refuge, where 
cinnamon teal and Wilson’s phala-
ropes also congregate. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population in-
crease (1.75% annually) during that 
period.

American Avocet 
Recurvirostra americana
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern and ex-
treme western Nebraska. It is com-
mon in central parts of the state and 
a common summer resident in the 
Sandhills, and locally it also nests 
in the Rainwater Basin. The Amer-
ican avocet is a regular breeder in 
the western half of the Great Plains 
region, and migrants may appear 
throughout the region.

Migration: Eighty-two initial 
spring sightings range from April 2 to 
June 7, with a median of April 28. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 20 to May 6. Thirty-eight final 
fall sightings are from July 25 to No-
vember 17, with a median of Septem-
ber 4. Half of the records fall within 
the period August 25 to September 2.

Habitats: In Nebraska avocets are 
associated with shallow ponds or 

marshes with exposed and sparsely 
vegetated shorelines, often in asso-
ciation with fairly alkaline waters. 
Nests are placed in exposed locations 
on mudflats, sandbars, and islands 
with little or no surrounding cover. A 
total of 101 nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed in 
four survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in eight blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The American avocet is 
one of the most beautiful of Ameri-
can shorebirds and can be easily seen 
at alkaline wetlands in the western 
parts of Crescent Lake National Wild-
life Refuge. In the summer of 1995 
more than 140 avocets were present 
there at Smith Lake, which was then 
being drained temporarily. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide popula-
tion decline (0.31% annually) during 
that period, and Nebraska had an es-
timated 0.30% rate of annual decline.

Á
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Family Scolopacidae 
(Sandpipers, Snipes,  

and Phalaropes)

Upland Sandpiper 
Bartramia longicauda
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and local summer 
resident in natural grasslands nearly 
statewide but is most common in the 
Sandhills. Elsewhere it nests in suit-
able habitats across the Great Plains, 
and migrants are regular throughout.

Migration: The range of 108 initial 
spring sightings is from March 9 to 
May 9, with a median of May 2. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 24 to May 10. Seventy-five final 
fall sightings are from July 21 to Oc-
tober 28, with a median of August 20. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 10–26.

Habitats: During summer, the up-
land sandpiper occurs on native prai-
ries, especially mixed-grass and tall 
grass, on wet meadows, hayfields, re-
tired croplands, and to a limited ex-
tent on fields planted to small grains. 
Ninety-seven nests of this species 
were discovered during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 34 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in 60 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: One of the most typical 
and beautiful of the Sandhills breed-
ers, the upland sandpiper provides a 
definition of grace when it lands on a 
fencepost and momentarily lifts both 
wings in a ballet-like movement, be-

fore inserting them in its flank feath-
ers and coming to rest. Its territorial 
song-flights are equally memorable. 
Once called the “upland plover,” it is 
indeed rather plover-like in having a 
short bill and upland habitat prefer-
ences. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population increase (0.04% 
annually) during that period, and Ne-
braska had an estimated 1.39% rate of 
annual increase.

Whimbrel 
Numenius phaeopus
This species is a very rare or rare 
spring migrant. There were at least 
eleven sightings by the 1980s, with 
the largest number from Lincoln 
County, but with other reports in 
York, Adams, Webster, and Lancaster 
counties. It is also an occasional to 
rare migrant elsewhere in the Great 
Plains; most fall migration probably 
occurs elsewhere. The nearest breed-
ing area is coastal tundra in northern 
Manitoba.

Migration: Eleven spring records 
are from April 12 to May 27, with a 
median of May 10. There is one fall re-
cord (October 17) for Douglas County 
and a few other fall records. It has 
been reported in Kansas from April 3 
to May 31, with most migration occur-
ring from late April through mid-May. 
Fall migration records there are from 
July 12 to November 18, with a peak 
during August (Thompson et al, 2011).

Habitats: Migrating whimbrels fa-
vor flooded grasslands, sandbars, and 
the shorelines of large impoundments.

Comments: There should be far 
more Nebraska records for this spe-
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cies than this summary would indi-
cate. Whimbrels nest in Canadian tun-
dra directly north of Nebraska, and 
some birds winter on the Gulf Coast, 
so a regular movement through Ne-
braska seems likely.

Eskimo Curlew 
Numenius borealis
The Eskimo curlew is almost certainly 
extinct; no documented records have 
accrued since the 1960s. At one time 
it was a common to abundant spring 
and fall migrant in the state, but the 
last definite Nebraska record was on 
April 8, 1926, near Hastings. The spe-
cies was once regular throughout the 
Great Plains from Texas to South Da-
kota. A Platte River sight record of 
April 16, 1986 (Nebraska Bird Review 
55:78) was later withdrawn. The 
breeding grounds of this species were 
never located.

Migration: Ten spring records are 
from March 22 to about May 25, with 
a median of April 12. There are no 
specific fall records. Some birds possi-
bly migrated through the state in Oc-
tober, although the bulk of the popula-
tion migrated to the Atlantic coast and 
then flew south, with an extremely 
long and dangerous overseas transit 
from coastal United States to north-
eastern South America (Johnsgard, 
1980c).

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species settled in large flocks on 
newly plowed fields and dry, burned-
off prairies, where they foraged on 
grasshoppers and other insects. They 
evidently concentrated in York, Fill-
more, and Hamilton counties, in 
flocks of up to several hundred birds. 
As the native prairies disappeared, 

they increasingly used wheat fields 
and tame meadows.

Comments: Some believe that a 
few Eskimo curlews may yet survive, 
but there have been no verified sight-
ings in the past few decades, and thus 
that fond wish is almost certainly a 
futile one.

Long-billed Curlew 
Numenius americanus
This species is a common migrant and 
summer resident in western Nebraska, 
particularly in the Sandhills and High 
Plains regions. The eastern breeding 
limits reach at least Garfield and Holt 
counties, perhaps to the eastern edge 
of the Sandhills. Breeding also occurs 
in the western Dakotas, Colorado, New 
Mexico, Texas, and Oklahoma.

Migration: Eighty-three initial 
spring sightings range from March 7 
to June 7, with a median of April 11. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 5–21. Twenty-eight final fall 
sightings are from July 22 to Septem-
ber 21, with a median of August 18. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 5–September 1. Probably 
many Nebraska breeders winter on the 
Gulf Coast of Texas and in northeast-
ern Mexico, judging from the move-
ments of a few radio-tracked birds.

Habitats: In Nebraska, this species 
is associated with Sandhills grass-
lands, short-grass plains, and other 
grassy environments offering exten-
sive foraging and nesting opportuni-
ties. Nests often occur in prairie veg-
etation on upland slopes that are close 
to moist meadows for foraging. Two 
nests of this species were discovered 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
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nesting was confirmed in 18 survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as compared 
with confirmed nestings in 35 blocks 
during the first survey (Mollhoff, 
2001). Sandhills nesting might occur 
east to Brown, Rock, and Holt counties 
(Nebraska Bird Review 84:119).

Comments: It seems probable that 
the Nebraska Sandhills represent one 
of the last major breeding strongholds 
of this species in the Great Plains. 
The author once counted more than 
50 curlews in a single wet meadow in 
Crescent Lake National Wildlife Ref-
uge during July, at a time when flocks 
were starting to gather prior to fall 
migration. The Nebraska population 
has been estimated (probably much 
too optimistically) at about 24,000 
(Nebraska Bird Review 79:89). Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation increase (0.17% annually) dur-
ing that period, whereas Nebraska 
had a statistically questionable esti-
mate (based on 19 survey routes) of a 
3.04% rate of annual decline.

Hudsonian Godwit 
Limosa haemastica
This species is an uncommon spring 
migrant in eastern Nebraska, becom-
ing rare or absent in the west. There 
are no fall records for Nebraska or 
South Dakota, and few for Oklahoma 
and Kansas. It probably regularly mi-
grates through the eastern half of the 
Great Plains during spring. The near-
est breeding area is coastal tundra in 
northern Manitoba.

Migration: Sixty-nine initial spring 
records are from April 12 to May 27, 
with a median of May 2. Half of the 

records fall within the period April 22 
to May 12. Ten final spring sightings 
are from May 6–25, with a median of 
May 15. In Kansas most of the rela-
tively few fall records are from August 
19 to September 26, with extremes of 
July 15 and August 2. Fall migrants in 
central Canada migrate first to James 
Bay and then east to the Atlantic coast 
before heading toward South America 
(Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: This godwit is associated 
with marshy ponds, wet grasslands, 
and flooded fields while on migration.

Comments: This is another beau-
tiful shorebird that breeds in Arctic 
tundra and then upon arrival at its 
nesting grounds becomes a bush- and 
tree-perching bird, so that it can ad-
vertise its territory and look out for 
possible threats. Its rich rufous under-
part coloration during spring easily 
separates it from the marbled godwit.

Marbled Godwit 
Limosa fedoa
This species is an uncommon to locally 
common spring migrant throughout 
Nebraska, but there are far fewer re-
cords in fall. There are a few twenty-
first-century breeding records for the 
western and northern Sandhills and 
Sheridan County (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 73:102, 76:102). It is a regular 
breeder in the Dakotas and western 
Minnesota, and is a migrant through-
out the Great Plains. Marbled godwits 
are common during winter along the 
Gulf coast of Texas.

Migration: The range of 117 initial 
spring sightings is from April 5 to May 
26, with a median of April 29. Half of 
the records fall within the period from 
April 22 to May 10. Eleven final spring 



113

R E D K N O TS C O L O PAC I DA E

sightings are from April 19 to May 23, 
with a median of May 7. Eleven total 
fall records are from July 20 to Octo-
ber 24, with a median of September 9.

Habitats: Migrating birds commonly 
use extensive mudflats, wet fields, 
sandbars, and the shorelines of im-
poundments. No nests of this species 
were discovered during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, but nesting was confirmed 
in two Dawes and Morrill County sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: The name “godwit” 
comes from a traditional English name, 
meaning “a good thing (to eat).” That 
may be, but a godwit is a better thing 
to see and hear; this is the largest of all 
godwits and certainly one of the most 
attractive. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (0.41% 
annually) during that period.

Ruddy Turnstone 
Arenaria interpres
This species is an occasional to rare 
spring migrant in eastern Nebraska 
but is very rarely seen as far west as 
Cherry and Garden counties. The larg-
est number of sightings are for Adams 
and Lancaster counties, especially 
the latter. It is rarely reported dur-
ing the fall, with a total of only 12 fall 
observations (Nebraska Bird Review 
73:140). Migrants are most common 
in the eastern portions of the Great 
Plains, especially east of the Missouri 
River. The nearest breeding area is the 
coastal tundra of northern Nunavut.

Migration: Twenty-three total 
spring records are from April 19 to 
May 27, with a mean of May 18; half 

of the records fall within the period 
May 14–25, with a median of May 18. 
There are two fall records, September 
10 and 17 (Rosche, 1982).

Habitats: Migrating birds use 
mudflats, shallow ponds, and plowed 
fields. Large concentrations of 100 or 
more birds sometimes appear briefly 
in mid-May among the fields and wet-
lands near Tamora, Seward County 
(Nebraska Bird Review 82:56).

Comments: Turnstones get their 
vernacular name from their tendency 
to flick over rocks and pebbles with 
their sharp bills in order to find small 
invertebrates that may be hiding be-
low. Few turnstones are seen in Ne-
braska, but they are exciting finds 
whenever they can be found.

Red Knot 
Calidris canutus
This species is an extremely rare 
spring and fall migrant. Most of the 
records are for Lancaster and Doug-
las-Sarpy counties, but scattered 
sightings are recorded elsewhere in 
eastern Nebraska. It is also a rare mi-
grant in other locations in the Great 
Plains, mainly in the eastern portions. 
The nearest breeding area is in coastal 
tundra of northern Nunavut.

Migration: A total of six spring re-
cords range from May 7 to May 19, 
with a mean of May 14. Six fall re-
cords are from August 27 to October 
(no date), with a mean of September 
12. Kansas records extend from April 
9 to June 3 in spring and from July 
24 to October 16 in fall (Thompson et 
al., 2011).

Habitats: Migrating knots use mud-
flats and sandbars. During spring on 
the Atlantic coast it feeds heavily on 
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the eggs of horseshoe crabs during 
their brief spawning period.

Comments: The red knot is a rather 
robust little shorebird; its reddish un-
derparts in spring is the basis for its 
common Atlantic coast name of “robin 
snipe.” It is a high-Arctic nester, 
and its short bill would seem better 
adapted for surface foraging than for 
mud probing.

Ruff 
Philomachus pugnax
Extremely rare. At least seven state 
records for this Eurasian species in-
clude one observed near Axtell, Kear-
ney County, September 1991 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 64:31) plus later 
records in Phelps County, April 19, 
1994 (Nebraska Bird Review 62:99), 
in Antelope County, April 10, 1998, 
(Nebraska Bird Review 66:41), in York 
County, September 27, 1998 (Brogie, 
1999), at Branched Oak Lake, Lan-
caster County, May 4, 2002 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 70:60), and in Clay 
County, March 26, 2005 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 73:55). There are records 
from nine Kansas counties (Thompson 
et al., 2011).

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper 
Calidris acuminata
Accidental, with four sight records. 
The first record of this Eurasian 
species was of a juvenile in Butler 
County, October 12, 1986 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 54:70), and the second 
was a bird seen in Sheridan County, 
September 6, 1996 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 62:114). By 2010 there were four 
state records (Nebraska Bird Review 
78:138).

Stilt Sandpiper 
Calidris himantopus
This species is a common or un-
common spring and fall migrant al-
most statewide but is less abundant 
westwardly. It is a regular migrant 
throughout the entire Plains states.

Migration: Ninety-nine initial 
spring sightings are from April 3 to 
May 29, with a median of May 11. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 9–19. Sixteen final spring sight-
ings are from May 7 to May 30, with 
a median of May 17. Eleven initial fall 
sightings are from July 21 to Septem-
ber 19, with a median of August 11. 
Nine final fall sightings are from Sep-
tember 3 to October 21, with a median 
of September 20.

Habitats: Muddy flats, shallow 
mud-bottom ponds, and flooded fields 
are used by migrants; the birds feed 
in belly-deep water and are more 
likely than many other shorebirds to 
be in sheltered areas than on exposed 
shorelines.

Comments: The stilt sandpiper is a 
fairly frequently encountered shore-
bird in Nebraska. Jorgensen (2004) 
found this species to be the fifth most 
abundant spring migrant shorebird in 
the eastern Rainwater Basin.

Curlew Sandpiper 
Calidris ferruginea
Accidental. There is one record of 
this Eurasian species, a bird at Funk 
Waterfowl Production Area, Phelps 
County, July 19 and 21, 1997 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 66:3, 154). There 
are seven Kansas records, six of them 
in the fall (Thompson et al., 2011)
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Sanderling 
Calidris alba
This species is a rare to occasional 
spring and fall migrant in Nebraska, 
mostly in eastern and central parts 
of the state. It is rarer in the west 
but has been observed as far west 
as Scotts Bluff County. It is a regular 
migrant throughout the eastern half 
of the entire Plains states. The near-
est breeding area is coastal tundra in 
northern Nunavut.

Migration: Fifty-six initial spring 
sightings are from March 26 to June 
2, with a median of May 6. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 25 
to May 15. Thirteen final spring sight-
ings are from April 26 to June 10, with 
a median of May 13. Seventeen initial 
fall sightings are from July 27 to Oc-
tober 2, with a median of August 20. 
Twelve final fall sightings are from 
August 12 to October 19, with a me-
dian of October 4. Sanderlings and 
white-rumped sandpipers are among 
the shorebirds with some of the lon-
gest migrations of all birds, breed-
ing in the high Arctic and wintering 
south to Tierra del Fuego (Johnsgard, 
2012g, 2013g).

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with sandy shorelines, sand flats, salt-
encrusted flats, and less frequently 
muddy shorelines.

Comments: When the sanderlings 
pass through Nebraska they mostly 
seem to be in the pale winter plum-
age, during which time their darker 
anterior wing-coverts become con-
spicuous field-marks. On their Arctic 
nesting grounds they have a rufous 
cast on the upperparts.

Dunlin 
Calidris alpina
This species is an occasional spring 
migrant in eastern Nebraska, rare 
in western parts of the state. Appar-
ently rare during fall migration in all 
areas. It has been observed as far west 
as Cherry and Garden counties but is 
extremely rare in these areas. It is a 
migrant throughout the eastern half 
of the entire Plains states. The near-
est breeding area is coastal tundra in 
northern Manitoba.

Migration: Forty-eight spring 
sightings range from April 6 to June 
2, with a median of May 13. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
9–21. Eleven fall records are from Au-
gust 15 to November 20, with a me-
dian of September 11.

Habitats: Migrants use mudflats, 
shallow ponds, and open stretches 
of muddy shorelines, often mingling 
with other small sandpipers.

Comments: Like the black-bellied 
plovers and golden-plovers, dunlins 
in breeding plumage have conspicu-
ous black bellies, a most unexpected 
feature for a tundra nester. Perhaps 
this area is displayed during territo-
rial flights or otherwise has special 
signal value.

Baird’s Sandpiper 
Calidris bairdii
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide and proba-
bly the most abundant of the “peeps” 
in Nebraska, especially in western 
portions of the state. It is a migrant 
throughout the entire Plains states. 
The nearest breeding area is coastal 
tundra in northern Nunavut.
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Migration: The range of 125 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 12 
to May 24, with a median of April 21. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 6 to May 4. Fifty-four fi-
nal spring sightings are from April 7 
to May 29, with a median of May 13. 
Thirty-two initial fall sightings are 
from July 20 to October 1, with me-
dian of August 12. Twenty-seven final 
fall sightings are from August 3 to De-
cember 5, with a median of October 6.

Habitats: Migrants use mudflats, 
shallow ponds, sandbars, and dried 
areas such as overgrazed pastures, 
salt plains, and similar open habitats 
while on migration.

Comments: Jorgensen (2004) found 
this species to be the sixth most abun-
dant spring migrant shorebird in the 
eastern Rainwater Basin. Baird’s sand-
pipers have a rather distinctive ochre-
tinted back pattern that is more scal-
loped than linear in appearance.

Least Sandpiper 
Calidris minutilla
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide but is becoming 
less common westwardly. The near-
est breeding area is coastal tundra in 
northern Manitoba.

Migration: This species is a mi-
grant throughout the entire Plains 
states. The range of 102 initial spring 
sightings is from March 8 to May 29, 
with a median of May 2. Half of the 
records fall with the period April 20 to 
May 10. Forty-one final spring sight-
ings are from April 27 to June 2, with 
a median of May 12. Twenty-three fi-
nal fall sightings are from July 20 to 
September 9, with a median of August 
2. Twenty-three final fall sightings are 

from July 28 to November 11, with a 
median of September 18.

Habitats: Mudflats, shallow ponds, 
marsh edges, and flooded mead-
ows are used by migrants, which fre-
quently gather in small groups for-
aging in shallow puddles or wet 
grasslands well away from the larger 
“peeps.”

Comments: This is one of the com-
monest of the small “peep” sandpipers 
in Nebraska and is identifiable by its 
olive-yellow legs and small size.

White-rumped Sandpiper 
Calidris fuscicollis
This species is an abundant spring 
migrant, especially in central Ne-
braska. It is more common in eastern 
Nebraska than in western areas. The 
nearest breeding area is coastal tun-
dra in northern Nunavut. Few birds 
migrate through the state in fall be-
cause they fly to the Atlantic coast to 
proceed farther south.

Migration: The range of 100 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 28 
to June 1, with a median of April 29. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 1–16. Seventeen final spring 
sightings are from May 8 to May 25. 
Eleven total fall sightings are from 
July 20 to October 4, with a median 
of August 12.

Habitats: Migrants feed in shal-
low ponds, flooded pasturelands, flat 
shorelines, and muddy creeks, often 
with Baird’s sandpipers, but they are 
less likely to forage in dry areas than 
is that species.

Comments: At least in western Ne-
braska this is a very common spring 
migrant, which in flight can be eas-
ily recognized by its white rump. Jor-
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gensen (2004) found it to be the most 
abundant spring migrant shorebird in 
the eastern Rainwater Basin.

Buff-breasted Sandpiper 
Tryngites subruficollis
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska. 
It is highly local but has been reported 
several times in York, Seward, and 
Lancaster counties. It is apparently 
very rare in western Nebraska but 
has been reported from Scotts Bluff 
and Sheridan counties. Jorgensen 
(2004) found this species to be a reg-
ular migrant in the eastern Rainwa-
ter Basin, especially in Seward County 
(near Freeman Lake and North Lake 
Basin) and Fillmore County (Miller’s 
Pond, two miles south of Shickley). 
The nearest breeding area is coastal 
tundra in northern Nunavut.

Migration: Twelve total spring 
sightings are from May 1 to May 20, 
with a median of May 10. Eleven fall 
sightings are from August 17 to Sep-
tember 26, with a median of Septem-
ber 7. Kansas records extend from 
April to June 13 in spring and from 
July 19 to November 11 in fall (Thomp-
son et al., 2011).

Habitats: Migrants are usually found 
on recently plowed fields, mowed or 
burned grasslands, meadows, heavily 
grazed pastures, and other rather dry 
habitats. Jorgensen (2004) observed 
the use of agricultural fields, hayfields, 
and wetlands; saw maximum numbers 
during the second and third weeks of 
May; and judged that Nebraska is prob-
ably the species’ most important spring 
staging area, the state supporting a 
large percentage of the world popula-
tion in May.

Pectoral Sandpiper 
Calidris melanotos
This species is a common to abun-
dant spring and fall migrant almost 
statewide, becoming less common to 
rare westwardly. The nearest breed-
ing area is lowland tundra in north-
ern Nunavut.

Migration: The range of 102 initial 
spring sightings is from March 4 to 
June 6, with a median of April 28 and 
half of the records falling within the 
period April 15 to May 8. Thirty-nine 
final spring sightings are from April 5 
to May 25, with a median of May 13. 
Twenty-eight fall sightings are from 
August 3 to November 20, with a me-
dian of October 4.

Habitats: Jorgensen (2004) found 
this species to be the most abundant 
fall migrant shorebird in the eastern 
Rainwater Basin. Migrating birds use 
a variety of habitats, including muddy 
shorelines, creeks, flooded grasslands, 
and shallow marshy areas where the 
emergent vegetation is not too thick.

Comments: Larger than the typical 
“peeps,” the pectoral sandpiper often 
feeds among them, where its greater 
size and sharply cut-off breast pattern 
is usually quite apparent.

Semipalmated Sandpiper 
Calidris pusilla
This species is a common to abundant 
spring and fall migrant but is uncom-
mon in western Nebraska. The near-
est breeding area is lowland tundra in 
northern Manitoba.

Migration: Eighty-nine initial 
spring sightings are from March 21 to 
June 10, with a median of April 28. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 20 to May 10. Thirty-nine 
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final spring sightings are from April 
28 to June 1, with a median of May 15. 
Twenty-three initial fall sightings are 
from July 20 to September 8, with a 
median of August 5. Twenty-three fi-
nal fall sightings are from July 28 to 
October 16, with a median of Septem-
ber 18.

Habitats: Migrating semipalmated 
sandpipers use mudflats, shallow 
ponds, exposed sandbars, and open 
shorelines as well, but they rarely 
move into dry fields with Baird’s 
sandpipers or wet grasslands with 
least sandpipers.

Comments: Jorgensen (2004) found 
this species to be the third most abun-
dant spring migrant shorebird in the 
eastern Rainwater Basin. The largest 
concentrations of this species in cen-
tral North America pass through cen-
tral Kansas (Thompson et al., 2011).

Western Sandpiper 
Calidris mauri
This species is a rare spring and un-
common fall migrant in eastern Ne-
braska, becoming more common west-
wardly. The species’ status in the 
state is still only poorly known, but 
the spring migration closely follows 
the Pacific coastline and is more com-
mon statewide during fall. The near-
est breeding area is coastal tundra in 
northern Alaska.

Migration: Forty-one initial spring 
sightings are from April 7 to June 10, 
with a median of May 8. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 28 
to May 15. Ten final spring sightings 
are from May 3 to May 23, with a me-
dian of May 13. Fourteen initial fall re-
cords are from July 20 to September 
19, with a median of August 12. Eleven 

final fall sightings are from August 26 
to October 2, with a median of Sep-
tember 1.

Habitats: Mudflats, shallow ponds, 
and open shorelines are used by mi-
grants, which avoid dry areas and pre-
fer to forage while wading in shallow 
water, usually foraging at a slightly 
greater depth than do semipalmated 
sandpipers.

Comments: Western sandpipers are 
much like semipalmated sandpipers in 
appearance but are more rufous above 
(especially in spring) and have a lon-
ger bill that droops slightly at the tip.

Short-billed Dowitcher 
Limnodromus griseus
This species is probably a rare mi-
grant in eastern Nebraska, but field 
identification problems make the dis-
tribution almost impossible to judge. 
Studies of the dowitchers in Ne-
braska (Nebraska Bird Review 8:63–
74, 64:74–78) suggest that the short-
billed dowitcher is fairly rare in the 
state, as is also the case in Kansas 
(Thompson et al., 2011). Most recent 
sight records (e.g., Jorgensen, 2004) 
are from eastern counties. The near-
est breeding area is lowland tundra in 
northern Manitoba.

Migration: Seven total spring sight-
ings attributed to this species are 
from April 20 to May 18, with a me-
dian of May 14. Expected early depar-
tures are April 25–27, and expected 
late departures May 30–June 2 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 85:63). Fourteen 
fall sightings are from early August to 
September 10, with most records be-
tween August 19 and September 10.

Habitats: Migrants use muddy flats 
and mud-bottom ponds probably iden-
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tical to those of the long-billed dow-
itcher, at least in Nebraska. They are 
often seen with black-bellied plovers.

Comments: Rather little is known of 
this species’ occurrence in Nebraska; 
in spring it is less rufous below than is 
the long-billed dowitcher, and its usual 
call is a three-note whistle.

Long-billed Dowitcher 
Limnodromus scolopaceus
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide. The nearest 
breeding area is lowland tundra in 
northern Northwest Territories.

Migration: This species is a reg-
ular migrant throughout the entire 
Great Plains region. Thirty-five ini-
tial spring sightings range from April 
12 to May 23, with a median of May 1. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 20 to May 11. Thirteen fi-
nal spring sightings are from May 4 
to June 1, with a median of May 11. 
Eleven initial fall sightings are from 
July 20 to October 7, with a median 
of August 8. Thirteen final fall sight-
ings are from August 1 to December 
3, with a median of October 14. Of 
1,500 birds banded in central Kansas, 
one was later shot in Mexico and an-
other was killed in northeastern Rus-
sia (Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: Long-billed dowitchers 
are associated with muddy flats and 
mud-bottom ponds in Nebraska; forag-
ing is done by probing in the shallow 
water of ponds or flooded grasslands.

Comments: Nearly all dowitchers 
seen in Nebraska seem to be of this 
species, which is distinguished by its 
rich rufous underparts and usually 
a single keek note upon takeoff. Jor-
gensen (2004) found this species to be 

the fourth most abundant spring mi-
grant shorebird in the eastern Rain-
water Basin and the second most 
abundant during the fall.

American Woodcock 
Scolopax minor
This species is an uncommon to occa-
sional spring and fall migrant in east-
ern Nebraska and an uncommon and 
local summer resident in the eastern 
third of the state. Besides some pos-
sible early nestings, there is a 1972 
breeding record for Sarpy County, and 
a 1978 nesting in Hamilton County 
(Nebraska Bird Review 47:59). Dur-
ing the first breeding bird atlasing pe-
riod 1984–89, there were confirmed 
nestings in Holt, Cedar, Stanton, and 
Burt counties (Mollhoff, 2001), and 
one in Seward County during the sec-
ond period (Mollhoff, 2016). Possi-
ble nestings along the Niobrara River 
have been reported west to Keya Paha 
County. Displaying birds have been 
regularly observed along the Platte 
River west to Kearney. Woodcocks 
have also been observed west in the 
Rainwater Basin as far as Clay and 
Adams counties. Breeding is regular 
in Minnesota, and scattered breeding 
records exist for the areas directly 
south of Minnesota as well as for east-
ern South Dakota west to the Missouri 
River and eastern Kansas.

Migration: Thirteen total spring 
sightings range from March 12 to June 
1, with a median of April 10. Thirteen 
total fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 12 to November 14, with a median 
of October 15. Kansas records extend 
from late February to late Novem-
ber, with some local overwintering 
(Thompson et al., 2011).
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Habitats: In Nebraska migrating 
woodcocks are generally associated 
with floodplain forests where the 
trees are rather scattered and the land 
is poorly drained, so that earthworms 
can be readily obtained by probing in 
the moist soil. No nests of this species 
were discovered during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, but a week-old chick was 
observed in Seward County (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in five blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Seemingly woodcocks 
have become more frequent nest-
ers in Nebraska recently—or at least 
there are now many more sightings 
of displaying territorial males, nests, 
or chicks. The evening song-flight of 
males is an ethereal experience and 
recently has been reported regularly 
from the hike-bike trail bridge near 
Fort Kearney as well as many loca-
tions near Lincoln and Omaha. Moist 
ground and a ready supply of earth-
worms are major habitat needs. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (0.66% annually) 
during that period.

Wilson’s Snipe 
Gallinago delicata
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant, and a local summer res-
ident, especially in the Sandhills. 
Stragglers uncommonly overwin-
ter in the state as well. It has bred in 
Garden, Rock, Cherry, Garfield, How-
ard, and Lancaster counties. It is reg-
ular during summer at the Clear Creek 
marshes, Garden County, and in the 

Pine Creek drainage north of Smith 
Lake in Sheridan County, so nesting 
there is also quite likely, and in many 
Sandhills marshes. Regular nesting 
probably occurs from North Dakota 
and Minnesota southward to South 
Dakota, and migrants occur through-
out the Great Plains.

Migration: Eighty-one initial spring 
sightings range from January 1 to May 
29, with a median of April 13. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 4–21. Twenty-three final spring 
records are from April 12 to May 28, 
with a median of April 29. Thirty-
seven initial fall records are from July 
21 to December 21, with a median of 
September 18. Forty-two final fall re-
cords are from July 27 to December 31, 
with a median of November 12. The 
data suggest that Nebraska overwin-
tering is rather rare in this species, 
as is also true in Kansas (Thompson 
et al., 2011).

Habitats: Migrating birds are as-
sociated with marshes, sloughs and 
other wetlands that support areas 
of mudflats or mucky organic soil 
where foraging by probing is read-
ily performed. Marshes rich in shore-
line and emergent vegetation and are 
preferred over more open ones. Two 
nests of this species were discovered 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in three sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in five 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Snipes are rarely seen 
until they suddenly take off in a low, 
twisting flight, usually uttering a 
raspy scaip note. The strange “win-
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nowing” noises resembling a whirl-
ing propeller made by vibrating the 
tail feathers of territorial birds flying 
high overhead can be heard in various 
parts of the state and probably indi-
cate nesting, but very few actual nests 
or chicks have been found. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
increase (0.25% annually) during that 
period, and Nebraska had an esti-
mated 6.23% rate of annual increase.

Spotted Sandpiper 
Actitis macularia
This species is a common spring 
and fall migrant and summer resi-
dent statewide. Local nesting occurs 
throughout the Great Plains except in 
the southern areas, and migrants oc-
cur throughout.

Migration: The range of 105 initial 
spring records is from March 3 to June 
5, with a median of May 4. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 26 
to May 3. Sixty-two final fall records 
are from July 26 to October 26, with 
a median of September 9. Half of the 
records fall within the period August 
27 to September 22.

Habitats: Throughout its stay in 
Nebraska, this species is associated 
with wetlands having exposed or 
sparsely vegetated shorelines or is-
lands, and water ranging from fairly 
rapidly flowing streams to nonflow-
ing. The shoreline features are appar-
ently more important for this species 
than are the flowing or nonflowing 
characteristics of the water. No nests 
of this species were discovered dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, although 

young were observed, and nesting was 
confirmed in 11 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 12 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This little sandpiper 
can be seen along most of Nebras-
ka’s waterways, where its teeter to 
totter behavior and distinctive flight, 
with strongly down-curved wing ac-
tions, make it easily recognizable. It is 
also the only Nebraska shorebird with 
spotted underparts, at least in breed-
ing plumage. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(1.08% annually) during that period, 
whereas Nebraska had a statistically 
unreliable estimate (based on only 
eight survey routes) of a 0.05% rate 
of annual increase.

Solitary Sandpiper 
Tringa solitaria
This species is a common to occa-
sional spring and fall migrant state-
wide, being most abundant east-
wardly and probably least common in 
treeless areas. This species’ status and 
distribution in Nebraska has been an-
alyzed in some detail (Nebraska Bird 
Review 10:15–22). The nearest breed-
ing areas are wooded wetlands of cen-
tral Manitoba.

Migration: This species migrates 
throughout the Great Plains. Eighty-
eight initial spring sightings are from 
March 17 to June 7, with a median of 
May 4. Half of the records fall within 
the period April 28 to May 11. Twenty-
nine final spring sightings are from 
May 6 to June 10, with a median of 
May 13. Thirty-six initial fall sightings 
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are from July 20 to September 9, with 
a median of August 9. Thirty-five fi-
nal fall sightings are from August 5 to 
November 26, with a median of Sep-
tember 1.

Habitats: Migrants use wooded 
ponds, streams, and flooded meadows.

Comments: This is indeed a “soli-
tary sandpiper,” since it typically for-
ages alone rather than in groups of its 
own species or even near other shore-
birds. Often it can be found along 
small creeks in the Sandhills that are 
lined with bushes or trees.

Lesser Yellowlegs 
Tringa flavipes
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide, and usually is 
somewhat more abundant than the 
greater yellowlegs. The nearest breed-
ing areas are wooded or tundra wet-
lands of central Manitoba.

Migration: This shorebird is a mi-
grant throughout the entire Great 
Plains region. The range of 124 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 13 
to May 29, with a median of April 14. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 10 to June 1, with a median 
of May 13. Thirty-five initial fall sight-
ings are from July 20 to September 22, 
with a median of August 15. Half of 
the records fall within the period Au-
gust 8 to September 5. Forty-two fi-
nal fall sightings are from August 20 
to November 23, with a median of Oc-
tober 5.

Habitats: Migrants use ponds, 
marshes, creeks, mudflats, and 
flooded meadows. There is no appar-
ent ecological separation of migrating 
greater and lesser yellowlegs.

Comments: Both species of yellow-

legs are tundra nesters, and it is al-
ways a shock for persons used to see-
ing these birds only on wintering or 
migration sites to find them perching 
in Arctic bushes and low trees, from 
which they scan for possible predators 
or other danger and utter territorial 
calls. In eastern Nebraska the lesser 
yellowlegs is nearly ten times more 
common than the greater.

Willet 
Tringa semipalmata
This species is an uncommon to lo-
cally common spring and fall migrant 
statewide and a locally common sum-
mer resident in the Sandhills. The 
Sandhills apparently represent the 
species’ southern limits of breeding in 
the Great Plains. It also breeds in both 
Dakotas and is a migrant throughout 
the entire Plains states.

Migration: The range of 104 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 18 
to June 10, with a median of April 27. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 19 to May 5. Sixteen final 
fall sights are from August 10 to No-
vember 9, with a median of August 24. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 19 to September 1.

Habitats: A rather wide variety of 
wetland habitats are used by breed-
ing willets, including streams, ponds, 
and marshes or shallow lakes, pro-
vided that prairie vegetation is lo-
cated nearby. Less often hayfields or 
croplands may be used for nesting. 
Thirteen nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed in 
seven survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
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in eight blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: It is always a surprise 
to persons unfamiliar with willets 
when these rather dull-looking birds 
take flight and suddenly expose their 
stunning white wing markings; the 
willet’s older generic name Catop-
trophorus means “bearing a mirror.” 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (0.48% annually) 
during that period, whereas Nebraska 
had a statistically unreliable estimate 
(based on seven survey routes) of a 
1.08% rate of annual increase.

Greater Yellowlegs 
Tringa melanoleuca
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide. It is also a mi-
grant throughout the entire Plains 
states. The nearest breeding areas are 
wooded or tundra wetlands of central 
Manitoba.

Migration: The range of 115 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 
13 to June 10, with a median of April 
13. Half of the records fall within the 
period April 2–14. The range of 55 fi-
nal spring sightings is from April 11 
to May 30, with a median of May 5. 
Thirty-eight initial fall sightings are 
from July 20 to October 16, with a me-
dian of August 18. Half of the records 
fall within the period August 4 to Sep-
tember 3. Thirty-eight final fall sight-
ings are from August 14 to November 
16, with a median of October 7.

Habitats: Migrants use ponds, 
marshes, creeks, mudflats, and 
flooded meadows.

Comments: Less common than the 

lesser yellowlegs, this species has a 
considerably longer and more robust 
bill, and when taking flight it usu-
ally utters three or four short notes 
rather than the two-noted call typical 
of lesser yellowlegs. The greater yel-
lowlegs is notably less common in Ne-
braska than is the lesser.

Wilson’s Phalarope 
Phalaropus tricolor
This species is a common to abun-
dant spring and fall migrant, and a 
common summer resident, breeding 
over much of Nebraska, especially in 
the Sandhills and Rainwater Basin. 
Breeding also occurs from North Da-
kota south to central Kansas (at least 
Barton, Stafford, and Lincoln coun-
ties), and migrants appear through-
out the region.

Migration: A range of 115 initial 
spring sightings is from April 6 to 
June 6, with a median of May 2. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 25 to May 10. Thirty-eight final 
fall sightings are from July 26 to Octo-
ber 20, with a median of September 8. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 19 to September 12.

Habitats: Breeding occurs in wet 
meadows near aquatic habitats rang-
ing from flooded ditches to ponds and 
marshes or shallow lakes, especially 
with somewhat alkaline waters. Mi-
grants forage in open water, captur-
ing surface invertebrates while swim-
ming in tight circles, which produces 
a vortex that draws invertebrates up 
from below. Eighty-nine nests of this 
species were discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in five survey blocks (Moll-
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Figure 9. Males of Wilson’s phalarope (above) and long-billed curlew (below)
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hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in seven blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Phalaropes are no-
table in that they exhibit “sex re-
versal” traits in which females are 
larger and more colorful. Females 
also have transferred incubation and 
brood-rearing chores to males, and 
to varying degrees are polyandrous. 
This species breeds commonly in sa-
line Sandhills wetlands such as Bor-
der Lake, a highly alkaline lake at the 
western edge of Crescent Lake Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge (Bomberger, 
1984). Jorgensen (2004) found it to 
be the second most abundant spring 
migrant shorebird in the eastern Rain-
water Basin; nesting there has oc-
curred several times since 2000 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 75:77). Recent 
genetic evidence indicates that phala-
ropes are close relatives of the Tringa 
sandpipers rather than being only pe-
ripherally related to typical shore-
birds. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population decline (0.48% annu-
ally) during that period and a 0.61% 
annual decline in Nebraska.

Red-necked Phalarope 
Phalaropus lobatus
This species is an uncommon to rare 
spring migrant in northern and west-
ern Nebraska, becoming less common 
in southeastern parts of the state. It is 
less common during fall in all areas. 
The nearest breeding area is lowland 
tundra of central Manitoba.

Migration: Migrants regularly ap-
pear in the northern portions of the 
Great Plains region, and are occa-

sional as far south as the Oklahoma 
Panhandle. Forty-two initial spring 
sightings range from April 19 to May 
27, with a median of May 14. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
8–19. Seven final spring sightings are 
from May 9–25, with a mean of May 
19. Ten initial fall sightings are from 
July 20 to September 21, with a me-
dian of August 10. Eleven final fall 
sightings are from August 20 to Oc-
tober 14, with a median of Septem-
ber 27.

Habitats: Migrants use the same 
habitats as do Wilson’s phalaropes, 
namely open water areas of marshes 
and shallow lakes, where the inverte-
brate life is abundant and can be cap-
tured by surface foraging.

Comments: Once called the “north-
ern phalarope,” this is an Arctic-nest-
ing bird that is seen in Nebraska only 
while on migration. In nonbreed-
ing plumage it closely resembles the 
Wilson’s phalarope but is somewhat 
darker dorsally. The species is rare in 
Kansas and uncommon in South Da-
kota.

Red Phalarope 
Phalaropus fulicarius
Extremely rare. The first specimen 
of this Arctic-nesting phalarope was 
collected in Cherry County (Nebraska 
Bird Review 2:38). Since then, there 
have been at least nine fall records, 
mostly of young birds (Nebraska Bird 
Review 70:14). The species is casual 
in Kansas and accidental in South Da-
kota.

H
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Family Stercorariidae 
(Jaegers)

Pomarine Jaeger 
Stercorarius pomarinus
Extremely rare, but probably the most 
frequently seen jaeger in Nebraska. 
There are early records for Dakota 
County in 1869, Fremont County in 
1873, and Lincoln County in 1895 
(Bruner, Wolcott, & Swenk, 1904). 
One bird was observed in Lancaster 
County in September 1973. There 
were also sightings of a single bird 
at Conestoga Lake, Lancaster County, 
on December 15–17, 1991 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 54:31), one at Lewis and 
Clark Lake, Knox County, on June 30, 
1990 (Brogie, 1997), and another at 
Pawnee Lake, Lancaster County, No-
vember 15–19, 1997 (Nebraska Bird 
Review 65:167). It is a rare summer 
and fall migrant at Lake McConaughy 
(Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012). 
Twelve state records had accumulated 
through 2005 (Nebraska Bird Review 
73:141), and several more have since 
been reported. The species is a casual 
vagrant in Kansas and accidental in 
South Dakota. Breeding occurs on low-
land tundra of northern Nunavut.

Parasitic Jaeger 
Stercorarius parasiticus
Extremely rare. The jaeger was con-
sidered a rare or accidental fall va-
grant at Lake McConaughy by Brown, 
Dinsmore, & Brown (2012). There is 

a specimen record from Lancaster 
County in 1898, and a second bird was 
obtained in Sheridan County in August 
of 1968 (Nebraska Bird Review 36:76, 
37:31), which was first believed a 
great skua, Catharacta skua (Ne-
braska Bird Review 36:4). It was also 
reported from Lake McConaughy on 
October 5, 1997 (Nebraska Bird Review 
65:167). One in Dawes County on Sep-
tember 2, 2013, was Nebraska’s fifth 
documented record (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 81:144). The species is a casual 
fall migrant in Kansas and accidental 
in South Dakota. Breeding occurs on 
lowland tundra of northern Manitoba.

Long-tailed Jaeger 
Stercorarius longicaudus
Extremely rare. A specimen record 
exists from Lancaster County in 1952, 
and there are three more recent re-
cords, mostly of immatures (Nebraska 
Bird Review 69:170). It was consid-
ered a rare summer and fall migrant 
at Lake McConaughy by Brown, Dins-
more, & Brown (2012). As of 2013 
there were eight reports, most in fall 
(Nebraska Bird Review 77:110–111, 
78:139, 81:141). The species is a ca-
sual vagrant in Kansas and accidental 
in South Dakota. Breeding occurs on 
lowland tundra of southern Nunavut.

8



127

S A B I N E’S  G U L LA L C I DA E / L A R I DA E

Family Alcidae  
(Auks)

Ancient Murrelet 
Synthliboramphus antiquus
Accidental. There is an old single 
specimen record of this Pacific coast 
alcid from Burt County (Nebraska Bird 
Review 1:14). The species has not been 
reported from elsewhere in the Great 
Plains, but there are two Colorado 
specimen records.

P

Family Laridae  
(Gulls and Terns)

Black-legged Kittiwake 
Rissa tridactyla
Rare. There is a specimen record from 
Keith County, an adult found dead on 
Keystone Lake, Keith County, dur-
ing late May 1990 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 58:75). Several sight records ex-
ist from Lancaster County (Nebraska 
Bird Review 5:57, 49:42), such as one 
seen at Branched Oak Lake, Decem-
ber 3, 1995. It was also observed in 
Burt and Douglas counties during 
November 1995 (Brogie, 1997). It is 
a rare or accidental migrant at Lake 
McConaughy (Brown, Dinsmore, & 
Brown, 2012). As of 2010 there were 
19 fall records (Nebraska Bird Review 

78:139). The species is rare in both 
Kansas and South Dakota. Breeding 
occurs on coastal cliffs of northern 
Baffin Island.

Sabine’s Gull 
Xema sabini
This species is a rare fall Arctic va-
grant. Two old specimen records are 
from Lancaster and Gage counties 
from September 1899. It was also 
seen in Omaha during April 1928, in 
Lincoln County in October 1966, and 
in Garden County during October 
1978. Sabine’s gull was seen at Gavin’s 
Point from October 26 to November 
3, 1996. Three more records were ob-
tained during September 1996 in Lin-
coln and Keith counties (Nebraska 
Bird Review 65:42–43, 167–168; Bro-
gie, 1997). There were at least nine 
state records for the species in Ne-
braska by 1996. In 1997 about 24 to 
30 or more birds were seen between 
September 8 and October 12 at vari-
ous locations (Nebraska Bird Review 
65:167–168), and the species was also 
reported at Gavin’s Point Dam on Oc-
tober 3, 1998 (Brogie, 1999). There 
had been only one spring record as of 
2009 (Nebraska Bird Review 77:56). 
Breeding occurs on the coastline of 
northern Nunavut.

Habitats: Large rivers, lakes, and 
reservoirs are used in the interior by 
this normally coastal migrant.

Comments: Unlike some of the rare 
gulls of Nebraska, this bird’s yellow-
tipped bill and the white triangular 
patch on its upper wing bounded by 
all-black wingtips easily identifies 
this species.
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Bonaparte’s Gull 
Chroicocephalus philadelphia
This boreal gull is an uncommon 
spring and fall migrant in eastern Ne-
braska, becoming rarer westwardly. 
Breeding occurs in the coniferous for-
ests of central Manitoba.

Migration: Thirty-six total spring 
sightings are from April 3 to May 27, 
with a median of April 23. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 12 
to May 9. Twenty fall sightings are 
from August 18 to November 21, with 
a median of October 26.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with rivers, marshes, and lakes, espe-
cially large lakes.

Comments:  Bonaparte’s gull 
rather surprisingly often nests on 
the branches of low conifers, rather 
than on the ground. Its white outer 
wing patches makes it easily separa-
ble from Franklin’s gull, with which 
it sometimes associates while on mi-
gration.

Black-headed Gull 
Chroicocephalus ridibundus
Accidental. One individual of this Ice-
landic and Eurasian gull species was 
observed at Walgren Lake, Sheri-
dan County, August 12, 1979 (Rosche, 
1982). It was also reported Decem-
ber 19–21, 2003, at Lake McConaughy 
(Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012). 
There are Kansas records from eight 
counties (Thompson et al., 2011).

Little Gull 
Hydrocoloeus minutus
Extremely rare. One individual of 
this Eurasian gull species was seen 
at Wehrspan Lake on April 26, 1995 
(Nebraska Bird Review 64:134) and at 

Pawnee Lake, Lancaster County, Oc-
tober 3, 1996 (Brogie, 1997). It was 
also seen at North Platte National 
Wildlife Refuge on September 6, 1997, 
and Summit Reservoir on October 19, 
1997 (Nebraska Bird Review 65:167). 
Through 2005 there have been 16 re-
cords (Nebraska Bird Review 73:141). 
It has been recorded April to Decem-
ber at Lake McConaughy (Brown, 
Dins more, & Brown, 2012).

Ross’s Gull 
Rhodostethia rosea
Accidental. Single birds of this high 
Arctic gull were observed at Suther-
land Reservoir, Lincoln County, De-
cember 17–23, 1992 (Nebraska Bird 
Review 61:88–90) and at Gavins Point 
Dam and Branched Oak Lake, Novem-
ber and December 2010 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 79:13, 104).

Laughing Gull 
Leucophaeus atricilla
An extremely rare Atlantic and Gulf 
Coast migrant. Besides two old re-
cords of this gull from Douglas and 
Hall counties, this species was later 
reported from Keith County in 1947, 
1950, 1952, and 1992, Platte County 
in 1953, Lancaster County in 1977, 
and Lincoln County in 1992. By 2011 
there were about 20 state records (Ne-
braska Bird Review 78:139, 79:56). It 
is a rare late spring and summer mi-
grant at Lake McConaughy (Brown, 
Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012).

Migration: Five spring records are 
from April 5 to May 21, with a mean 
of April 22. The species has been ob-
served in June and July, and three fall 
records are from December 5 to 22. 
As of 2013 there were six documented 
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spring records and a state total of 20, 
all but two occurring between April 
and October (Nebraska Bird Review 
81:145). Kansas records are numer-
ous and extend from April 4 to Janu-
ary 29 (Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: Normally associated with 
coastal habitats while wintering and 
on migration, vagrants are likely to be 
seen near large impoundments in the 
interior.

Comments: This rare species 
closely resembles the common Frank-
lin’s gull but lacks any white near the 
wingtips. It seems to be increasingly 
reported in the Midwest.

Franklin’s Gull 
Leucophaeus pipixcan
This species is an abundant spring and 
fall migrant, and a very rare or acci-
dental summer resident in Nebraska, 
with the only known breeding re-
cords from Garden County (Nebraska 
Bird Review 34:63, 35:32). Stragglers 
sometimes are present during the 
summer in the Sandhills area. Breed-
ing is regular in the Dakotas, and mi-
grants appear throughout the entire 
region.

Migration: Eighty-nine initial 
spring sightings range from March 6 
to June 8, with a median of April 10. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod March 27 to April 21. Fifty-eight 
final spring sightings are from April 
2 to June 2, with a median of May 
14. Fifty-two initial fall sightings are 
from July 20 to October 24, with a me-
dian of September 7. Fifty-eight final 
fall sightings are from August 17 to 
December 20, with a median of Octo-
ber 17. Half of the records are for the 
period October 3 to November 2.

Habitats: Flocks of spring mi-
grants are often found on plowed 
fields, sometimes closely following 
moving agricultural equipment in 
large flocks. Breeding occurs on large 
prairie marshes that have extensive 
areas of semi-open emergent veg-
etation for nesting. One of the spe-
cies’ largest nesting colonies is on the 
Sand Lake National Wildlife Refuge 
in South Dakota.

Comments: The Franklin’s gull is 
a “seagull” with a nesting area that 
is a thousand miles from the sea, and 
is actually associated with prairie 
marshes for nesting. During migration 
it occurs in large flocks, and breeding 
also is performed in colonies. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide pop-
ulation decline (2.95% annually) dur-
ing that period.

Mew Gull 
Larus canus
This subarctic gull is a rare fall and 
winter vagrant. It is a rare winter and 
spring migrant at Lake McConaughy 
and was reported there from Decem-
ber 14 to May 11 (Brown, Dinsmore, 
& Brown, 2012; Nebraska Bird Review 
66:42). Up to five adults were seen at 
Branched Oak Lake, Lancaster County, 
December 1–3, 1996. As of 1998 there 
were at least 11 state records, nearly 
all from Lake McConaughy (Brogie, 
1999). By 2010 there were 24 state 
records, and as of 2016 there were 
about 36 records (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 78:139, 79:13, 83:11, 84:13). The 
nearest breeding occurs in the boreal 
wetlands of northern Saskatchewan.
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Ring-billed Gull 
Larus delawarensis
This species is a common to abundant 
spring and fall migrant statewide, 
with stragglers sometimes remaining 
through the summer months. Nesting 
occurs in North Dakota and locally in 
South Dakota, and migrants are regu-
lar throughout the entire region.

Migration: Eighty initial spring 
sightings range from January 3 to May 
15, with a median of March 16. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 5–26. Fifty final spring sight-
ings are from March 12 to June 7, with 
a median of May 12. Forty-eight initial 
fall sightings are from July 20 to No-
vember 15, with a median of Septem-
ber 12. Fifty-seven final fall sightings 
are from August 25 to December 21, 
with a median of November 28.

Habitats: Migrants use a wide 
variety of lakes, reservoirs, rivers, 
marshes, and other water areas.

Comments: The ring-billed gull is 
by far the most common white-headed 
gull in Nebraska.

California Gull 
Larus californicus
This species is a rare migrant or win-
ter vagrant in most of Nebraska but 
is reportedly regular and uncom-
mon in northwestern Nebraska (Ros-
che, 1982). Other than in the north-
ern Panhandle, it has been observed 
in Garden, Lincoln, Lancaster, and 
Douglas counties. The species breeds 
in North and South Dakota, and mi-
grants appear in western Nebraska 
from the Dakotas and other breeding 
areas farther west.

Migration: Seven spring records 
are from March 19 to April 26, with 

a mean of March 28. There is at least 
one June record. Ten late summer and 
fall records are from July 18 to No-
vember 10. Nine winter records ex-
tend from December 13 to February 15.

Habitats: Migrants use lakes, large 
marshes, and similar habitats.

Comments: California gulls closely 
resemble herring gulls but have yel-
lowish green or grayish green legs and 
are somewhat smaller. When seen be-
side a herring gull their darker upper-
parts are also apparent.

Herring Gull 
Larus argentatus
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant throughout Ne-
braska, becoming rarer westwardly. 
Stragglers are sometimes seen dur-
ing the summer months. Migrants 
are regular everywhere in the Great 
Plains region. The nearest breeding 
habitat is the larger wetlands of cen-
tral Manitoba.

Migration: Forty-seven initial 
spring records range from January 13 
to May 13, with a median of March 18. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod March 2 to April 1. Twenty-seven 
final spring sightings are from March 
5 to May 28, with a median of April 
21. Twenty-four initial fall sightings 
are from July 21 to November 24, with 
a median of October 26. Eighteen fi-
nal fall sightings are from August 29 
to December 21, with a median of No-
vember 28.

Habitats: Migrating birds are 
widely distributed over rivers, lakes, 
reservoirs, and other water areas.

Comments: This is the largest of 
Nebraska’s gulls and the state’s most 
common large gull.
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Iceland Gull 
Larus glaucoides
This species (collectively) is a rare 
to uncommon winter migrant. As of 
2009 there were at least 22 Nebraska 
records of the typical Iceland gull 
(L. g. glaucoides), half occurring in 
winter (Nebraska Bird Review 7:27). 
There is an early Saline County re-
cord in January 1907, but more recent 
February and March reports are from 
Keith County in 1994, 1996, and 1998, 
and at Branched Oak Lake, Lancaster 
County, in December 1996 and 2000 
(Nebraska Bird Review 64:39; Brogie, 
1997, 1999; American Birds 55:319). 
It is a rare winter and spring migrant 
at Lake McConaughy, having been re-
ported from December 12 to April 29 
(Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012).

The “Kumlien’s gull” (kumlieni), a 
racial variant of the Iceland gull, in-
cludes the eastern North American 
population of Iceland gulls that breeds 
on the Arctic shorelines of southeast-
ern Baffin Island and northern Hud-
son Bay, and that are phenotypically 
slightly darker than the typical Ice-
land gulls (glaucoides) that breed on 
Greenland. The Kumlien’s gull has 
been reported at least 30 times in 
Nebraska, including 13 winter and 9 
spring records (Nebraska Bird Review 
83:12, 84:13, 85:65).

The “Thayer’s gull” (thayeri) 
breeds on the central Canadian Arc-
tic islands, east to central Baffin Is-
land. It is very similar to the Kum-
lien’s gull, but its plumage is slightly 
darker, and it was designated as a 
recognized species in 1973. However, 
in 2017 thayeri was deemed an in-
valid species by the AOU, and birds 

of this phenotype have since been re-
garded as a North American subspe-
cies of the Iceland gull (Larus glau-
coides thayeri) (Nebraska Bird Review 
85:64). Thayer’s gulls have long been 
considered rare overwintering mi-
grants in Nebraska, with most sight-
ings from November through January. 
At least 20 were reported at Lake Mc-
Conaughy during the winter of 1997–
98 (Nebraska Bird Review 66:13) and 
were considered to be a regular un-
common spring, fall, and winter mi-
grant at Lake McConaughy by Brown, 
Dinsmore, and Brown (2012). Thay-
er’s gulls have also been reported 
from Lake North, Platte County, De-
cember 4, 1981, and at Gavin’s Point 
Dam, November 24–30, 1985 (Bray et 
al., 1986). They were later reported 
again from Gavin’s Point Dam, and at 
Cunningham Lake during November 
1995 (Nebraska Bird Review 63:103). 
As of 1996 there were at least 22 re-
ports of this form, and several addi-
tional sightings were reported in De-
cember 1996 (Nebraska Bird Review 
64:53, 65:210; Brogie, 1997). In Kan-
sas, Thayer’s gulls have been reported 
from 24 counties, as compared with 
records from 5 counties for the Ice-
land gull (Thompson et al., 2011).

Lesser Black-backed Gull 
Larus fuscus
This Icelandic and Eurasian species 
is an extremely rare fall, winter, and 
early spring migrant. First observed 
at Pawnee Lake, Lancaster County, 
February l6 and 24, 1992 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 64:32), it was also seen 
twice at Kingsley Dam in February 
and March 1994 (Nebraska Bird Re-
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view 64:39) and at Branched Oak Lake 
on March 12, 1995 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 64:135). Several were seen at 
Lake McConaughy during the win-
ter of 1997–98 (Nebraska Bird Review 
66:14; Brogie, 1999). It is now con-
sidered a rare spring, fall, and winter 
migrant at Lake McConaughy (Brown, 
Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012). As of 1996 
there were at least 11 accepted re-
cords (Nebraska Bird Review 64:53). 
Most of the reported sightings of this 
species through 2011 have been from 
February to April (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 80:57), but as of 2015 there were 
nine January records (Nebraska Bird 
Review 83:12).

(Slaty-backed Gull) 
Larus shistasagus
Hypothetical. This northeastern 
Asian gull was reported January 22, 
2000, at Harlan County Reservoir 
(Nebraska Bird Review 68:19) and in 
Sarpy County, December 21, 2006 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 75:8). There are 
only a few interior North American 
reports—from Saskatchewan, South 
Dakota, Missouri, and Arkansas.

Glaucous-winged Gull 
Larus glaucescens
Accidental. This Alaska-breeding gull 
was first observed and photographed 
on April 12, 1995, at Lake McConaughy 
(Nebraska Bird Review 64:3–4), and 
more recent sightings include De-
cember 13, 2000 (Brown, Dinsmore, 
& Brown, 2012) and February 16–
March 23, 2013 (Nebraska Bird Review 
81:58). With a total of five reported 
sightings by 2016, the third docu-
mented and sighting was an individ-
ual at Lake Ogallala on April 23, 2016 

(Nebraska Bird Review 84:71). There 
are also three sight records from Kan-
sas (Thompson et al., 2011).

Glaucous Gull 
Larus hyperboreus
This Arctic-breeding and trans-Cana-
dian gull is a rare overwintering mi-
grant and has been most often re-
ported in the west, especially at Lake 
McConaughy. It is a spring, fall, and 
winter migrant at Lake McConaughy, 
reported from October 16 to April 6 
(Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012). 
In addition to an early specimen 
from the Omaha area, there are at 
least four sight records for Lancaster 
County, and additional sightings from 
Douglas, Dawes, Harlan, Keith, Gar-
den, Lincoln, and Scotts Bluff coun-
ties. Several were seen at Lake McCo-
naughy during the winter of 1997–98 
(Nebraska Bird Review 66:14), and one 
was possibly sighted in Adams County. 
It has also been reported from the Da-
kotas, is rare in Kansas, and is regular 
in Oklahoma during winter.

Migration: Ten total spring re-
cords range from January 24 to April 
29, with a median of March 24. Five 
fall records occurred December 3–27.

Habitats: Migrants normally use 
rivers, lakes, and coastal shorelines.

Great Black-backed Gull 
Larus marinus
This Atlantic coast gull is a rare mi-
grant. It was considered a year-round 
migrant at Lake McConaughy by Brown, 
Dinsmore, and Brown (2012). About 40 
state records have accrued for this spe-
cies through 2015 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 85:65). There is an old record for 
May 1871 from the vicinity of Dakota 
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City, Dakota County. More recently 
it was sighted in Hamilton County in 
April 1952, and at Kingsley Dam, Keith 
County, March 14, 1994 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 64:39). It was also seen at 
Wagon Train Lake, Lancaster County, 
April 3, 1996, and there were five sight-
ings (perhaps of the same bird) at Lake 
McConaughy between January 20 and 
August 4, 1996 (Brogie, 1997). It was 
also seen at Gavin’s Point Dam on No-
vember 12, 1997.

Least Tern 
Sternula antillarum
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska. 
It is a highly local and rare summer 
resident in the state’s major river val-
leys: along the Platte River from its 
mouth to Keith County, the Niobr-
ara River from its mouth to about the 
eastern edge of Cherry County, the 
Missouri River from Dixon County 
to the South Dakota border. It also 
breeds locally along the Elkhorn River. 
It is common around the shorelines of 
Lake McConaughy (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 59:133–150; Brown, Dinsmore, & 
Brown, 2012). The interior race atha-
lassos is classified as both federally 
and state endangered, and it breeds 
locally in the other Plains states from 
North Dakota southward.

Migration: Eighty-seven initial 
spring sightings range from March 8 
to June 10, with a median of May 23. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 16–30. Twenty-six final fall 
sightings are from July 20 to October 
6, with a median of August 14.

Habitats: Associated with riv-
ers, lakes, and impoundments on mi-
gration; least tern nesting is mostly 

done on river sandbars or islands. 
These terns sometimes also nest on 
barren shorelines of large impound-
ments, gravel beaches, or even on 
newly cleared land. Nests are typi-
cally grouped in colonies on a sand or 
gravel substrate. In 2008, 215 nests 
were found along the Missouri River 
in Dixon County (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 76:103). Sixty-three nests of 
this species were discovered dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project (Mollhoff, 
2016), and nesting was confirmed in 
16 survey blocks, as compared with 
confirmed nestings in 24 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Caspian Tern 
Hydroprogne caspia
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
especially along the Missouri River, 
but it is regularly reported as far west 
as Sheridan, Garden, Keith, and Lin-
coln counties. It is a local migrant in 
eastern and northern areas, mostly 
along the Missouri River. A few non-
breeding birds often summer in the 
Lake McConaughy area (Brown, Dins-
more, & Brown, 2012).

Migration: Twenty-seven total 
spring sightings are from March 23 
to May 28, with a median of May 10. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 3–17. Twenty-four fall re-
cords are from July 20 to October 14, 
with a median of September 19. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
September 4–25.

Habitats: Migrants use larger riv-
ers, deep marshes, lakes, and reser-
voirs. The nearest breeding areas are 
in the Dakotas.
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Black Tern 
Chlidonias niger
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant statewide, and a lo-
cal summer resident, primarily in 
the Sandhills but locally elsewhere 
as well. It breeds from North Dakota 
and Minnesota southward to Kansas 
and is a migrant throughout the en-
tire region.

Migration: The range of 130 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 9 to 
June 5, with a median of May 12. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 6–18. Sixty-six final fall sightings 
are from July 21 to October 5, with a 
median of September 2. Half of the 
records fall within the period August 
19 to September 11. The more precise 
nature of this species’ migration com-
pared to that of the other terns and 
gulls is no doubt a reflection of its in-
sectivorous diet.

Habitats: Migrants are found over a 
variety of aquatic habitats and some-
times also forage well away from wa-
ter over adjoining grasslands. Breed-
ing occurs on small to large marsh 
areas that have a combination of open 
water and stands of emergent vegeta-
tion. Twelve nests in a Grant County 
colony of this species were discovered 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in eight sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in six 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(1.37% annually) during that period, 

and Nebraska had an estimated 5.74% 
rate of annual decline.

Common Tern 
Sterna hirundo
This species is an uncommon to rare 
spring and fall migrant in eastern Ne-
braska, becoming rarer westwardly. 
Frequent confusion with the For-
ster’s tern makes the state status of 
this species somewhat uncertain, but 
it is relatively common only in east-
ern Nebraska. Breeding occurs in the 
Dakotas and Minnesota, and migrants 
are most common in the northeastern 
portions of the Great Plains region.

Migration: Sixty-five initial spring 
sightings are from March 18 to June 
7, with a median of May 5. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 24 
to May 15. Fourteen final spring sight-
ings are from April 25 to June 6, with 
a median of May 11. Eleven initial fall 
sightings are from August 9 to Octo-
ber 14, with a median of September 2.

Habitats: Migrants use lakes, res-
ervoirs, and rivers, and less often 
are found near smaller marshes and 
ponds.

Arctic Tern 
Sterna paradisaea
Accidental. An adult of this Arctic-
breeding tern was found Septem-
ber 20, 2000, at Lake Minatare (Ne-
braska Bird Review 68:158), and one 
was seen at Lake Ogallala, December 
21, 2003 (Nebraska Bird Review 72:61; 
Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 2012).

Forster’s Tern 
Sterna forsteri
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide and a rather lo-
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calized summer resident in the Sand-
hills, especially in Garden, Cherry, 
and Grant counties. It probably also 
breeds in some Sheridan County 
marshes. Breeding is regular in Min-
nesota and the Dakotas, and migrants 
appear throughout the entire Plains 
states.

Migration: Fifty-eight initial spring 
sightings are from April 11 to June 8, 
with a median of April 28. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 
19 to May 5. Twenty-one final spring 
sightings are from April 24 to June 
6, with a median of May 17. Thirteen 
initial fall records are from July 21 to 
September 22, with a median of Au-
gust 1. Twenty final fall sightings are 
from August 1 to October 8, with a 
median of September 11.

Habitats: Associated with lakes, 
rivers, and marshes while on migra-
tion. Breeding occurs in large marshes 
having extensive areas of emergent 
vegetation or muskrat houses for 
nesting sites. Small marshes seem 
to be avoided for nesting. Six nests 
of this species were discovered dur-
ing the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in five sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in four 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001). Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (1.60% 
annually) during that period, and a 
0.94% annual decline in Nebraska.

Royal Tern 
Thalasseus maximus
Accidental. A single state specimen 

record exists from North Lake, York 
County (Nebraska Bird Review 75:108, 
76:39–45). The nearest breeding area 
of this species is the Gulf Coast.

Œ

Family Gaviidae  
(Loons)

Red-throated Loon 
Gavia stellata
This Arctic-breeding species is an ex-
tremely rare spring and fall migrant. 
There have been at least 14 sightings 
of this species in the state, mostly in 
the fall. Several are for Douglas and 
Lancaster counties, but it has also 
been observed at least once each in 
Buffalo, Frontier, Keith, Sarpy, and 
Washington counties. As of 2013 there 
were five spring reports (Nebraska 
Bird Review 61:59). It is casual in Kan-
sas and accidental in South Dakota.

Migration: Five spring records are 
from April 17 to May 7, with a mean 
of April 28, and eight fall records are 
from October 31 to December 2, with 
a mean of November 17. There is also 
one June record.

Habitats: Larger rivers, lakes, and 
reservoirs are used while on migration.

Comments: This is the smallest 
of the loons, and the only one lack-
ing black-and-white back patterning 
when in breeding plumage. It is also 
the only loon that can take off from 
small ponds, which are common on its 
low tundra nesting grounds.
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Pacific Loon 
Gavia pacifica
Extremely rare, this Arctic-breeding 
loon was considered a rare fall, win-
ter, and spring migrant at Lake Mc-
Conaughy by Brown, Dinsmore, and 
Brown (2012). Besides a 1900 record 
in Frontier County (Bruner, Wolcott, 
& Swenk, 1904), one was observed in 
November 1961 in Sarpy County (Ne-
braska Bird Review 40:40). Other re-
cords up to 1985 are listed by Bray et 
al. (1986), and through 1996 by Brogie 
(1997). There were at least 14 mostly 
fall records for this species by 1997; 
as of 2010 there were only four spring 
records (Nebraska Bird Review 78:43).

Common Loon 
Gavia immer
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant throughout Nebraska. 
It has been observed in at least 33 
counties, having been recorded ten 
or more times in Douglas, Lincoln, 
and Lancaster counties and at least 
five times in Scotts Bluff and Keith 
counties. Most of the sightings have 
occurred in the eastern half of the 
state. It also migrates through other 
Plains states, becoming rarer south-
westwardly, and it breeds in Minne-
sota and North Dakota.

Migration: Excepting two Janu-
ary records, 55 initial spring sight-
ings range from March 18 to May 27, 
with a median of May 7. Fourteen fi-
nal spring sightings are from April 12 
to May 28, with a median of May 16. 
Twenty-five initial fall sightings are 
from July 20 to November 2, with a 
median of October 24. Seventeen fi-

nal fall sightings are from October 25 
to December 7 with a median of No-
vember 2. Of a total of 135 records, 
the largest number (37) are for April, 
followed by May (35), November (26), 
and October (15).

Habitats: Larger rivers, lakes, and 
reservoirs are used while on migra-
tion.

Comments: This is much the most 
common species of loon seen in the 
state, and the plumage patterns seen 
here vary greatly but usually are of 
the winter or immature type. Calling 
occurs only rarely while the birds are 
in Nebraska and nearly all observa-
tions are of single individuals.

Yellow-billed Loon 
Gavia adamsii
Accidental. An adult of this Arctic-
breeding species was photographed on 
Branched Oak Lake, Lancaster County, 
in November 1996 (Brogie, 1997). An 
immature was seen on Lake McCo-
naughy August 8 to October 20, 1998 
(Brogie, 1999); one was at Lake McCo-
naughy in September 2003 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 72:61); one was also seen 
in Rock County on November 29, 2009 
(Nebraska Bird Review 77:142). As of 
2009 there had been four state re-
cords, all during fall.

Q
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Family Ciconiidae  
(Wood Storks)

Wood Stork 
Mycteria americana
Accidental. Although there is an early 
sight record (Sarpy County, 1925), 
the only wood stork specimen known 
was one from Hamilton County, ob-
tained in the 1880s (Bruner, Wolcott, 
& Swenk, 1904). Wood storks have 
also been seen in at least ten Kansas 
counties (Thompson et al., 2011). The 
nearest breeding area of this tropical 
species is the Texas Gulf coast.

G
Family Phaethontidae 

(Tropicbirds)

(White-tailed Tropicbird) 
Phaethon lepturus
Hypothetical. A questionable sight re-
cord for this tropical pelagic species 
exists for Lincoln County (Nebraska 
Bird Review 41:59, 79). There are no 
other regional records.

8

Family Fregatidae 
(Frigatebirds)

(Magnificent Frigatebird) 
Fregata magnificens
Hypothetical. There is a sight record 
by Lawrence Bruner for this tropical 
pelagic species in Cuming County, in 
the spring of 1884. A frigatebird of 
uncertain species was seen in Knox 
County, September 7–8, 2007 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 75:103). Speci-
mens have been obtained in Kansas 
and Oklahoma.

H
Family Sulidae  

(Gannets and Boobies)

Brown Booby 
Sula leucogaster
Accidental. There are two records 
of this tropical pelagic species. The 
first was an adult photographed near 
LaPlatte, Sarpy County, June 28–30, 
2014. The second was an adult at Har-
lan County Reservoir in June 2017; it 
was present for most of the month 
(Nebraska Bird Review 85:25).

Y
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Family Phalacrocoracidae 
(Cormorants)

Neotropic Cormorant 
Phalacrocorax brasilianus 
Extremely rare. The first specimen of 
this southern cormorant was obtained 
October 2, 1982, at Sutherland Reser-
voir (Nebraska Bird Review 51:18). 
Since then, it has been photographed 
at Hackberry Lake, Cherry County, 
September 4, 1993 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 64:31), and seen at Valentine Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge, Cherry County, 
July 19, 1995 (Nebraska Bird Review 
63:71) and at Chambers, Holt County, 
May 20–30, 1996 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 64:44). It has also been reported 
several times between 1998 and 2017, 
totaling 21 reports by 2017 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 66:33, 67:72, 68:108, 
78:135, 79:122, 81:107, 85:65). This 
species is evidently slowly expanding 
its range north into the central Great 
Plains. The nearest known nesting oc-
curred in Kansas in 2007, and it has 
been reported from at least 15 Kan-
sas counties (Thompson et al., 2011).

Double-crested Cormorant 
Phalacrocorax auritus
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant throughout Nebraska, 
becoming more common westwardly. 
It is a summer resident in several lo-
cations in the western half of the 
state, east to Cherry County and the 
vicinity of North Platte. It also breeds 
locally in Minnesota and the Dakotas.

Migration: Of 102 initial spring 
sightings, the range is March 14 to 
May 29, with a median of April 12. 

Half of the records fall during the 
period April 14–25. Thirty-nine fi-
nal spring records range from April 
17 to June 2, with a median of May 
1. Thirty-one initial fall sightings are 
from August 7 to October 20, with a 
median of September 21. Thirty-one 
final fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 17 to December 14, with a median 
of October 23.

Habitats: Migrating birds use 
deeper marshes, lakes, rivers, and res-
ervoirs. Breeding occurs on islands, 
trees, or cliffs near water, and within 
about ten miles of an adequate fish 
supply. Six nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed 
in six survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in eight blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001). Breeding occurs in 
the northern and western Sandhills, 
Lake McConaughy, and the Rainwater 
Basin (Nebraska Bird Review 83:108).

Comments: During the past few de-
cades this cormorant has increased in 
North America, benefiting from fish 
farms in the south and better protec-
tion on its nesting grounds. Nesting 
may occur in partly submerged bushes 
or trees, or on nesting platforms set 
out for Canada geese, as well as on 
sandy or gravelly islands. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
increase (3.76% annually) during that 
period versus a statistically unreliable 
estimate (based on 13 survey routes) 
of a 0.76% annual rate of increase in 
Nebraska.
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Y

Family Anhingidae 
(Anhingas)

Anhinga 
Anhinga anhinga
Accidental. This tropical relative of 
cormorants was first reported in Buf-
falo County in September 1913. It was 
also reported in Hamilton County in 
May 1955, in Greeley County in April 
1975, on the Platte River in October 
1976, from Sarpy County in April 
1978, and at Indian Cave State Park in 
2005 (Nebraska Bird Review 73:50). A 
recent record was from Saline County, 
May 18, 2017 (Nebraska Bird Review 
85:65).

Migration: The few available re-
cords for this species range from April 
27 to October (no date). There are also 
records for May and September. Kan-
sas records include eight counties, 
and extend from April to September 
(Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: Anhingas are normally 
associated with lagoons, lakes, rivers, 
and swamps with quiet or sluggishly 
flowing fresh water that is clear and 
supports fish.

Comments: This is a tropical fish-
eating species that stalks its prey un-
derwater, spearing it in a heron-like 
manner while wholly submerged. The 
nearest breeding area of this species 
is southeastern Oklahoma.

Á

Family Pelecanidae 
(Pelicans)

American White Pelican 
Pelecanus erythroryhnchos
This species is a common migrant 
throughout Nebraska, especially in 
central and western counties. Non-
breeders commonly occur through the 
summer on Harlan County Reservoir 
and Lake McConaughy. There are no 
successful breedings in the state, but 
several nesting attempts have been 
made at Valentine National Wildlife 
Refuge (Mollhoff, 2016). It breeds lo-
cally in Minnesota and the Dakotas.

Migration: Eighty-four initial 
spring sightings range from February 
21 to May 22 with a median of April 
28. Half of the records fall within the 
period May 10–24. Thirty final spring 
sightings are from April 12 to June 1, 
with a median of April 28. Twenty-
eight initial fall sightings range from 
August 5 to November 21, with a me-
dian of September 24. Twenty-eight 
final fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 16 to November 10, with a median 
of October 16.

Habitats: Migrating and nonbreed-
ing birds use larger marshes, lakes, 
and reservoirs.

Comments: The nearest breeding 
site for this species is at LaCreek Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge near Martin, 
South Dakota. Probably many of the 
birds seen in Nebraska are nonbreed-
ers spending their summers away 
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from the crowded breeding colonies, 
or are migrants going to and from 
LaCreek National Wildlife Refuge or 
other sites farther north. A colony at 
Chase Lake National Wildlife Refuge, 
North Dakota, is one of the largest 
in North America (Johnsgard, 1993), 
with up to about 30,000 birds in re-
cent years. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sig-
nificant rate of population increase 
(4.82% annually) during that period.

Brown Pelican 
Pelecanus occidentalis
Extremely rare. Vagrants of this spe-
cies have been seen in Nebraska on 
various occasions. Swenk (1934) sum-
marized five early records, and since 
then the species was reported in Lin-
coln County in 1937, in Cherry and 
Keya Paha counties in 1955, and in 
Custer County in 1977. There are re-
cords for Dodge and Dakota coun-
ties (Nebraska Bird Review 59:150), 
DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge, Har-
lan County Reservoir (Nebraska Bird 
Review 73:81), and Lake Babcock (Ne-
braska Bird Review 77:52, 162). One 
bird was found at Sutherland Reser-
voir wintering with white pelicans, 
the state’s first winter record and 
making nine total state records (Ne-
braska Bird Review 83:10). Kansas re-
cords include 16 counties (Thompson 
et al., 2011).

Migration: The few available records 
for this species range from April 10 to 
October 23, plus a wintering bird pres-
ent from December 26 to February 26.

Habitats: Brown pelicans are nor-
mally associated with coastal beaches 
and shorelines.

Comments: Unlike the white peli-
cans of the world, the brown pelican 
dives from the air for its prey and is 
almost entirely limited to coastal wa-
ters (Johnsgard, 1993). The nearest 
breeding area of this species is the 
Texas Gulf coast.

G
Family Ardeidae  

(Herons and Egrets)

American Bittern 
Botaurus lentiginosus
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant throughout Nebraska, 
and a locally common summer resi-
dent. It breeds throughout the state 
in suitable habitats, with the Sand-
hills marshes providing optimum hab-
itat. It also breeds widely elsewhere in 
the Great Plains, except in the drier 
southwestern regions.

Migration: The range of 109 initial 
spring sightings is from March 26 to 
June 10, with a median of May 3. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 23 to May 11. Forty-four final fall 
sightings are from July 14 to Decem-
ber 17, with a median of October 6. 
Half of the sightings fall within the 
period October 1 to 27.

Habitats: Normally this species is 
found in marshes, swamps, and bogs 
that have heavy emergent vegetation 
or adjacent wet swales or tall grassy 
meadows. One nest of this species was 
discovered during the second atlas-
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Figure 10. Wetland birds: Adults of American bittern (top),  
double-crested cormorant (middle), and pied-billed grebe (bottom)
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ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed in 
two survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as 
compared with confirmed nestings in 
three blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This strange heron, of-
ten obscenely called “shitepoke” by 
Nebraskans, usually goes unseen by 
casual observers, who fail to notice it 
standing erect and motionless among 
cattails and reeds. Its booming court-
ship call is responsible for its alter-
native vernacular name, “thunder-
pump.” In the presence of a female, a 
displaying male gradually exposes two 
otherwise hidden fanlike clusters of 
airy white feathers over his contrast-
ing back feathers; this happens dur-
ing a very rarely observed courtship 
ceremony (Johnsgard, 1979c; 2016a). 
Similar egret-like display behavior has 
been seen in a closely related Euro-
pean species. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(0.52% annually) during that period, 
and Nebraska had an estimated 0.39% 
rate of annual decline.

Least Bittern 
Ixobrychus exilis
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and a seemingly rare 
summer resident. It breeds locally in 
the eastern half of the state, mainly 
in the Rainwater Basin, the Sandhills 
wetlands, and southeastern Nebraska. 
Perhaps it has its western nesting 
limits in Garden County, where it 
has been observed during summer 
at the Ash Hollow marshes and Cres-
cent Lake National Wildlife Refuge. It 

breeds elsewhere in the Great Plains, 
except the drier western portions.

Migration: Thirty-nine initial 
spring sightings range from March 
30 to June 4, with a median of May 
15. Half of the records fall within the 
period May 4–24. Ten final fall sight-
ings are from July 28 to September 19, 
with a median of August 17.

Habitats: In Nebraska this spe-
cies is usually found in freshwater 
or slightly brackish marshes or lake 
edges having extensive stands of 
emergent vegetation, and with scat-
tered bushes or similar woody growth. 
Two nests of this species were discov-
ered during the second atlasing period 
of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in three sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), and three 
blocks were also confirmed during the 
first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This is the smallest of 
the American herons and is a minia-
ture relative of the American bittern. 
The least bittern builds a distinctive 
nest in marshy vegetation of plant ma-
terials that it arranges like the spokes 
of a wheel. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (0.17% 
annually) during that period.

Great Blue Heron 
Ardea herodias
This species is a common migrant and 
a local summer resident that breeds in 
colonies in various locations through-
out Nebraska, especially along ma-
jor rivers and in the Sandhills. It also 
breeds locally elsewhere throughout 
the Great Plains.

Migration: The range of 87 initial 
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spring sightings is from January 6 to 
June 6, with a median of April 2. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 26 to April 30. Of 103 final fall 
sightings, the range is August 8 to De-
cember 30, and the median is October 
13. Half of the records fall within the 
period September 23 to November 7.

Habitats: Migrants are found 
around all water areas that support 
a fish population and have shallows 
for foraging. Nesting usually occurs 
among groves of tall trees but some-
times also has been reported on the 
ground, on rock ledges, among bul-
rushes, or on other elevated situa-
tions. Cottonwood groves, up to a few 
miles distant from any water, seem 
to be favored nesting locations in Ne-
braska. Two nests of this species were 
examined during the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, and nesting was confirmed in 44 
survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as 
compared with confirmed nestings 
in 18 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Commonly but incor-
rectly called “cranes” by Nebraskans, 
great blue herons differ from cranes 
in many ways, including their tree-
nesting behavior, their flight profile 
(flying with kinked necks rather than 
outstretched necks), and their largely 
fish-dependent diet. They are beauti-
ful and graceful birds and often nest 
colonially in areas where fish are 
plentiful. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (0.44% 
annually) during that period, and a 
2.38% annual decline in Nebraska.

Great Egret 
Ardea alba
This species is an occasional spring 
and fall migrant, and a summer vis-
itor or breeder. It is most common 
in eastern counties but has been ob-
served as far west as Box Butte and 
Garden counties. Great egrets at-
tempted to nest in Sarpy County in 
1960 (Nebraska Bird Review 28:55), 
and another nesting by about seven 
birds occurred in that county in 2008 
(Nebraska Bird Review 76:98), provid-
ing the first documented state breed-
ing records of this species (Mollhoff, 
2016). It is a regular breeder in Okla-
homa, Iowa, and southern Minnesota, 
and an occasional nester (seven coun-
ties) in eastern and central Kansas.

Migration: Sixty-two initial or only 
spring records are from March 26 to 
June 1, with a median of April 29. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 16 to May 10. Ten final spring 
sightings are from April 6 to June 8, 
with a median of May 9. Twenty-one 
total fall records are from August 2 to 
October 21, with a median of Septem-
ber 1. Of 95 total records, the largest 
number (34) are for May, followed by 
April (30), August (10), and Septem-
ber (8).

Habitats: Great egrets are associ-
ated with streams, swamps, and lake 
borders, and are usually found near 
trees during the nesting season.

Comments: The range of several 
egrets seems to have expanded in re-
cent years, and that is certainly the 
case with the great egret. There are 
influxes of the birds into Nebraska 
just prior to breeding (birds perhaps 
headed toward Minnesota and west-
ern Iowa) and again following the 
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breeding season. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population in-
crease (2.4% annually) during that 
period.

Snowy Egret 
Egretta thula
This species is a rare vagrant or sum-
mer visitor throughout Nebraska. 
Most of the records are for counties 
bordering the Platte or Missouri Riv-
ers, including Scotts Bluff, Lincoln, 
Platte, Douglas-Sarpy, and Lancaster 
counties. In 1989 a nest was found in 
Garden County (Mollhoff, 2001, 2016). 
There are also breeding accounts from 
at least Lancaster, Scotts Bluff, and 
Hall counties, the last of which was 
considered confirmed although no 
nest was found. It regularly breeds 
in Oklahoma and South Dakota, and 
has also bred in Kansas (in six central 
and western counties) and southeast-
ern Wyoming.

Migration: Twenty-four total 
spring records are from April 13 to 
June 10, with a median of May 7. Ten 
total fall records are from July 30 to 
October 1, with a median of August 17. 
Of 34 total records, the largest num-
ber are for May (17) followed by April 
(6) and August (4).

Habitats: Nonbreeding birds occur 
over a wide array of aquatic habitats 
that support fish. During the breed-
ing season fairly sheltered habitats 
with shrubby or low tree growth are 
favored. Nesting often occurs among 
other heron species. One nesting was 
confirmed in Hall County during the 
first Breeding Bird Survey (Mollhoff, 
2001).

Comments: This beautiful little 
egret can be easily recognized by its 
“golden slippers” and its all-black bill. 
In the spring it exhibits red facial skin 
and beautiful filmy white “aigrette” 
plumes that once were the high-fash-
ion rage and nearly spelled the spe-
cies’ doom before federal protection 
was enacted in the early 1900s. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation increase (0.65% annually) dur-
ing that period.

Little Blue Heron 
Egretta caerulea
This species is an occasional to un-
common spring and rare fall va-
grant, primarily in the eastern half 
of Nebraska. There are records from 
at least 18 counties, but the largest 
numbers of sightings are for Adams, 
Platte, Lancaster, and Douglas-Sarpy. 
Groups of up to 15 have been seen 
near Nebraska City. It breeds locally 
in Oklahoma and Kansas (records in 
eight counties), is a rare breeder in 
South Dakota, and is an accidental 
breeder in North Dakota.

Migration: A total of 55 spring re-
cords range from April 4 to June 1, 
with a median of May 8. Fifteen fall 
records are from July 23 to October 
20, with a median of August 19. Of 80 
total records, the largest number (37) 
are for May, followed by April (16), 
June (8), and July (7).

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with freshwater marshes, swamps, 
and upland meadows.

Comments: The white juvenile 
plumage of this species makes it 
unique among North American her-
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ons. It is generally believed that the 
white plumage in egrets and herons 
renders them less visible to potential 
underwater prey than does the plum-
age of dark-colored birds. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.57% annually) during that 
period.

Tricolored Heron 
Egretta tricolor
Accidental. There are at least five 
state records for this heron, includ-
ing one shot in Kearney County in No-
vember of 1918, another collected in 
Clay County in August 1918, a sight re-
cord from Clay County in August 1971 
(Nebraska Bird Review 41:14), and 
another in Hitchcock County in 2001 
(Nebraska Bird Review 71:98). Kan-
sas records include at least 15 coun-
ties, with breedings in two; state re-
cords extend from April 16 to October 
2 (Thompson et al., 2011). The nearest 
regular breeding area of this species 
is the Texas Gulf coast, although some 
breedings have occurred in Oklahoma.

Reddish Egret 
Egretta rufescens
Accidental. One photographic record 
of this egret exists for Lake McCo-
naughy, September to October 2000 
(Nebraska Bird Review 68:146). A 
second reddish egret was seen at 
Funk Waterfowl Production Area on 
June 12, 2008 (Nebraska Bird Review 
76:99, 77:83). There were two Kansas 
records as of 2011 (Thompson et al. 
2011) and another in 2017. The near-
est breeding area of this species is the 
Texas Gulf coast.

Cattle Egret 
Bubulcus ibis
This Old World species is an occa-
sional spring and fall vagrant, being 
first reported in Nebraska in 1965 
and observed with increasing fre-
quency since then. It has been seen 
as far west as Dawes County but most 
records are for Lancaster, Otoe, and 
Douglas-Sarpy. Nesting has been doc-
umented for Keith County (Nebraska 
Bird Review 63:89), Cherry County 
(Mollhoff, 2001), and Garden and 
McPherson counties (Mollhoff, 2016). 
Two nests were found during the sec-
ond atlasing years, but a colony at Val-
entine National Wildlife Refuge that 
had begun in 1982 had grown to about 
100 breeding pairs by 2011 (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with a confirmed 
nesting in one Cherry County block 
during the first survey (Mollhoff, 
2001). It has been reported in all the 
other Plains states, with nesting re-
cords in Kansas for five counties.

Migration: Twenty-one total spring 
records range from April 12 to June 3 
with a median of May 9. Eleven total 
fall records are from July 23 to Octo-
ber 20, with a median of August 29. 
Of 32 total records, the largest num-
ber (11) are for May, followed by April 
(8) and August (5).

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with upland meadows and pastures.

Comments: Since this species found 
its way to America from Africa via 
the West Indies, it has spread widely. 
Feeding on insects disturbed by for-
aging cattle on the American plains is 
seemingly little different from feeding 
around the feet of zebras and wilde-
beest on the savannas of East Africa. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
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and 2015 indicate that cattle egret 
collectively underwent a significant 
North American population decline 
(1.38% annually) during that period, 
whereas Nebraska had a statistically 
unreliable estimate (based on eight 
survey routes) of a 9.25% rate of an-
nual increase.

Green Heron 
Butorides virescens
This species is a common migrant and 
a summer resident that breeds over 
most of Nebraska except in the Pan-
handle and western Sandhills. It also 
breeds locally in other Plains states, 
primarily in the eastern portions.

Migration: The range of 93 initial 
spring sightings is from March 10 to 
June 7, with a median of April 27. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 15 to May 6. The range of 50 fi-
nal fall sightings is from July 23 to No-
vember 9, with a median of Septem-
ber 18. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 4–25.

Habitats: Migrating birds occur al-
most anywhere small minnow-sized 
fish can be captured. Breeding usu-
ally occurs near trees, but some nest-
ing is in marshlands well away from 
tree cover. Eleven nests of this species 
were discovered during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, and nesting was confirmed 
in four survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in eight blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This widespread little 
heron is notable for the fact that it has 
been seen catching small minnows, 
disabling them, and then releasing 

them to serve as bait for attracting 
larger fish. At various times it has also 
been called the “green-backed heron” 
and “little green heron,” in part be-
cause of naming problems among 
some Latin American populations of 
uncertain taxonomic rank. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide popula-
tion decline (1.77% annually) during 
that period, and Nebraska had an es-
timated 0.01% rate of annual decline.

Black-crowned Night-Heron 
Nycticorax nycticorax
This species is a common migrant 
throughout Nebraska, breeding locally 
in suitable habitats throughout most 
of the state except perhaps the driest 
portions of western Nebraska. It also 
breeds widely elsewhere in the Plains 
states, excepting the drier areas.

Migration: Eighty initial spring 
sightings range from March 29 to 
June 9, with a median of April 25. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 18 to May 10. Fifty-four final fall 
sightings are from July 22 to Novem-
ber 15, with a median of September 6. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 18 to September 29.

Habitats: The black-crowned night-
heron is a highly adaptable spe-
cies, found in a wide array of aquatic 
habitats, with nesting occurring in 
swamps, marshes, and sometimes 
even city parks or orchards where 
water is nearby. Thirty nests of this 
species were discovered in a colony 
of night-herons at Smith Lake, Cres-
cent Lake National Wildlife Refuge, in 
2007 during the second atlasing pe-
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riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project. 
Nesting was confirmed in five survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), and there 
also were confirmed nestings in five 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The night-herons are 
called thus because of their large eyes 
and associated abilities to forage late 
into the evening hours when it is al-
most dark. This species is a fairly 
common breeder at the Crescent Lake 
and Valentine refuges, and it is a star-
tling sight to have one of these her-
ons suddenly take flight from just a 
few feet away while you are walk-
ing through heavy marsh vegetation. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (0.84% annually) 
during that period, whereas Nebraska 
had a statistically unreliable estimate 
(based on eight survey routes) of a 
1.0% rate of annual decline.

Yellow-crowned Night-Heron 
Nyctanassa violacea
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and occasional sum-
mer visitor in Nebraska, mainly in the 
eastern half of the state. There is a re-
cord of unsuccessful breeding in Sarpy 
County in 1963 (Nebraska Bird Review 
32:9), and fledglings have been seen 
in or near Lincoln. Breeding is regu-
lar in Oklahoma, local in Kansas (with 
nesting records from at least 15 coun-
ties), and rare in Missouri.

Migration: Forty-three total spring 
sightings range from April 2 to June 
10, with a median of May 6. Half of 

the records fall within the period 
April 29 to May 14. Twelve total fall 
records are from August 1 to October 
24, with a median of September 5.

Habitats: Nonbreeding birds oc-
cupy a wide range of aquatic habitats, 
but in Nebraska the birds are often 
found along tree-lined rivers, some-
times in company with other herons, 
and I once saw an adult in the Sand-
hills.

Comments: This beautiful night-
heron mostly nests to the south of Ne-
braska but occasionally finds its way 
into this state. Young birds closely re-
semble those of black-crowned night-
herons but are darker on the back 
and wing-coverts. Unlike the black-
crowned species, which nests above 
water in marshy wetlands, this spe-
cies often nests in bushes or trees, 
and sometimes even within cities. 
This helps explain my astonishment 
in once seeing a fledgling in the south-
ern part of Lincoln, an experience that 
I was later afraid to tell others about 
in fear they would question my san-
ity, and I never bothered to report the 
sighting. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (0.75% 
annually) during that period.

g
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Family Threskiornithidae 
(Ibises and Spoonbills)

White Ibis 
Eudocimus albus
Accidental. One white ibis was ob-
served over a period of several days 
in Rock County in August 1963 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 32:12). The spe-
cies was also reported July 5, 1999, 
at Kissinger Basin Wildlife Manage-
ment Area (Nebraska Bird Review 
67:88) and was seen at Funk Water-
fowl Production Area, August 9, 2001 
(Nebraska Bird Review 69:162, 71:98). 
More than a dozen Kansas records in-
clude at least seven counties and ex-
tend from May 2 to September 28 
(Thompson et al., 2011). The nearest 
regular breeding area of this species is 
the Texas Gulf coast, although breed-
ings have occurred north to southeast-
ern Oklahoma.

Glossy Ibis 
Plegadis falcinellus
Rare migrant and summer breeder. 
More than 50 spring records had 
been noted for this range-expanding 
species through 2001. It was not un-
til 2015 that nesting was first discov-
ered at Harvard Waterfowl Produc-
tion Area, Clay County (Jorgensen & 
Silcock, 2015; Nebraska Bird Review 
83:109). By then 73 reports of the 
glossy ibis had accrued from 19 coun-
ties, of which 23 were accepted by the 
NOU Records Committee. Records ex-
tend from April to August, with the 
majority from the Rainwater Basin. 
Apparent hybrids with the following 
species had also been seen on at least 

seven occasions by 2015, nearly all 
from the Rainwater Basin. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
increase (4.24% annually) during that 
period.

White-faced Ibis 
Plegadis chihi
This species is an uncommon spring 
migrant and summer breeder in cen-
tral and western Nebraska. Early 
breedings occurred in Clay County 
(1916) and later (1984) in Cherry 
County (Mollhoff, 2001). Six state 
nesting records had accrued by 2003, 
and many recent nestings have oc-
curred in the Rainwater Basin (Clay 
County), as well as in Garden and 
Grant counties (Nebraska Bird Review 
83:162; Mollhoff, 2016).

Migration: Thirty-two total records 
range from April 9 to October 14. The 
largest number (14) of the sightings 
are for May, followed by April (9), and 
there are two or more records each 
for June, August, September, and Oc-
tober. Spring migration numbers have 
reached as high as 150–400 in some 
locations, such as 200 at North Platte 
sewage lagoon, and 150 at Crescent 
Lake National Wildlife Refuge (Ne-
braska Bird Review 85:66).

Habitats: Nonbreeding birds may 
occur in almost any wet or moist hab-
itat, including marshes, flooded fields, 
wet meadows, and other areas hav-
ing shallow water suitable for forag-
ing. Nesting usually occurs in shallow 
marshes having extensive emergent 
vegetation. Sixty-seven nests of this 
species were discovered during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
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ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in four survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with a con-
firmed nesting in one Cherry County 
block during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: This somewhat ex-
otic-looking bird has become regular 
at the Crescent Lake refuge; I have 
seen groups of dozens of white-faced 
ibises there in recent years, and they 
are abundant in the western Sandhills 
wetlands. This species is difficult to 
distinguish from the glossy ibis, and 
they sometimes hybridize. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
increase (2.4% annually) during that 
period, and Nebraska had a remark-
able but unlikely estimate (based on 
five survey routes) of a 14.66% rate 
of annual increase.

Roseate Spoonbill 
Platalea ajaja
Accidental. A Nebraska specimen re-
cord exists from Buffalo County, ob-
tained in June 1932. There is also a 
sight record of two seen near Hast-
ings, Clay County, in August 1966 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 34:77), and a sin-
gle individual seen near Nebraska City 
on August 5 and 14, 1997 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 65:162). Kansas records 
include at least eight counties and 
extend from April to August 30; they 
date mostly since 2000, possibly a 
reflection of dispersal from rapidly 
growing Gulf Coast colonies (Thomp-
son et al., 2011). The nearest breed-
ing area of this species is the Texas 
Gulf coast.

ƒ
Family Cathartidae  

(New World Vultures)

Black Vulture 
Coragyps atratus
Accidental. There is an old specimen 
record from Franklin County in 1916, 
and more recent sightings in January 
1950 (Keith County), April 1951 (Lo-
gan County), April 1955 (Keya Paha 
County), and March 1963 (Hamilton 
County). One was rescued in Lincoln 
by Raptor Recovery on about Septem-
ber 24, 2017. Kansas records include 
at least ten counties (Thompson et al., 
2011). The nearest regular breeding 
area of this species is eastern Okla-
homa, although breeding has also oc-
curred in Kansas.

Turkey Vulture 
Cathartes aura
This species is an uncommon to com-
mon spring and fall migrant state-
wide, and a common but still inade-
quately documented summer resident. 
It is a local breeder along some of the 
major river systems (Republican, 
Missouri, and Niobrara) and in the 
Pine Ridge region, but there are rel-
atively few early published records 
(Nebraska Bird Review 39:19, 64:47). 
Mollhoff (2000, 2016) reported only 
six confirmed nestings, from Fillmore 
County west to Sheridan County, dur-
ing the early Breeding Bird Atlasing 
years, and only seven in the second 



150

PA N D I O N I DA EO S P R E Y

survey, from Richardson County west 
to Scotts Bluff County (Mollhoff, 2001, 
2016). Raptor Recovery has raised 
several chicks rescued from various 
locations. This vulture is a local but 
regular breeder in all of the Plains 
states, and a migrant throughout.

Migration: Ninety initial spring 
sightings are from January 12 to June 
10, with a median of April 14. Half of 
the records fall within the period April 
1–24. Nineteen final spring sightings 
are from April 11 to June 10, with a 
median of May 18. Eleven initial fall 
sightings are from July 20 to Septem-
ber 25, with a median of September 
6. Thirty-five final fall sightings are 
from August 6 to December 30, with 
a median of September 26. Half of the 
records fall within the period Septem-
ber 16 to October 4.

Habitats: Migrants or nonbreeders 
are found widely over open plains, 
sandhills, or other areas that offer vi-
sual foraging. At the northern end of 
its range the species is mostly associ-
ated with brushy woodlands adjoining 
open grasslands or croplands during 
the breeding season. Cliffs, crevices, 
abandoned buildings, or other cav-
ities are needed for nesting sites. 
Seven nests of this species were dis-
covered during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project. 
Although there were 377 “possible” 
nestings, nesting was confirmed in 
only five survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in seven blocks during the 
first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Once associated largely 
with the remote plains of the Ameri-
can West, the turkey vulture has be-
come yet another urbanized spe-

cies. For example, more than 60 now 
(2018) roost nightly during summer 
among tall trees in the heart of Lin-
coln. They disperse out into the coun-
try during the day to scavenge for car-
rion along roadsides, and often nest in 
abandoned barns or farmhouses. The 
same situation now (2018) occurs in 
many outstate towns, including some 
smaller Sandhills towns such as Mul-
len. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (2.25% 
annually) during that period, and Ne-
braska had a high statistically but 
slightly questionable estimate (based 
on 40 survey routes) of a 10.23% rate 
of annual increase.

f
Family Pandionidae 

(Ospreys)

Osprey 
Pandion haliaetus
This species is an uncommon to occa-
sional spring and fall migrant state-
wide, and a recently developing local 
nesting species in western Nebraska. 
Nestings have occurred since 2008 in 
the Panhandle near Scottsbluff and 
Keystone Dam (Nebraska Bird Review 
76:57, 80:91).

Migration: The range of 102 ini-
tial spring sightings is from January 1 
to May 25, with a median of April 21. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 12 to May 1. Twenty-one fi-
nal spring sightings are from April 7 
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to May 27, with a median of May 5. 
Twenty-two initial fall sightings are 
from August 28 to November 30, with 
a median of September 15. Half of the 
records fall within the period Septem-
ber 14–24. Seventeen final fall sight-
ings are from September 17 to Decem-
ber 26, with a median of October 9.

Habitats: While on migration this 
species occurs along rivers, lakes, 
and reservoirs that support fishes 
and have fairly clear water for forag-
ing. Nests in Scotts Bluff County from 
2008 to 2011 were the first confirmed 
breedings of ospreys in Nebraska in 
more than a century (Mollhoff, 2016). 
By 2016 there had been several suc-
cessful nestings in Keith County and 
two successful nestings in Scotts Bluff 
County (Nebraska Bird Review 80:134, 
84:116).

Comments: It is pleasing to know 
that ospreys are once again nesting in 
Nebraska, considering the many new 
reservoirs that have been formed in 
recent decades and their resulting in-
creased food resources. A program 
of hacking young birds (a release 
method) in South Dakota has proba-
bly helped facilitate the onset of Ne-
braska nesting. The birds are now reg-
ular spring and fall migrants at Lake 
McConaughy and many other reser-
voirs and rivers in the state. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species had a survey-
wide population increase (2.81% an-
nually) during that period.

f

Family Accipitridae 
(Hawks and Eagles)

Swallow-tailed Kite 
Elanoides forficatus
Accidental. This kite previously bred 
in eastern Nebraska—in Greenwood 
(Cass County), Rockport (Douglas or 
Washington counties), and Calhoun 
(Washington County), according to 
Bruner, Wolcott, and Swenk (1904)—
but disappeared sometime after 1900. 
A reputed 1960 sighting for Douglas 
County was later retracted, but a bird 
photographed at Kearney on July 25, 
2016, was Nebraska’s second accepted 
modern record (Nebraska Bird Review 
84:117). The nearest breeding area of 
this species is in eastern Texas.

White-tailed Kite 
Elanus leucurus
Accidental. This species was reported 
from Sarpy County, August–Septem-
ber 1983, and from Polk County, May 
6, 1995 (Nebraska Bird Review 51:91, 
63:60). Four state records accrued by 
2004 (Nebraska Bird Review 73:52). 
The fifth and sixth state records were 
from southeastern Lincoln County in 
the summers of 2007 and 2008 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 77:99). The near-
est breeding area of this species is in 
eastern Texas.

Mississippi Kite 
Ictinia mississippiensis
Rare. In addition to some old records 
for Adams and Douglas counties, there 
were three sightings between 1975 
and 1977 in Douglas and Sarpy coun-
ties, and earlier ones in Lincoln, Lan-
caster, Antelope, Adams, and Web-
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ster counties. Since 1991, breeding 
attempts have occurred regularly in 
the city of Ogallala (Nebraska Bird 
Review 63:88–89) and more recently 
in Red Cloud (Nebraska Bird Review 
73:52), Benkleman (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 78:136), Imperial (Nebraska Bird 
Review 80:91), and North Platte (Ne-
braska Bird Review 82:158). Possible 
breedings have also occurred in Kear-
ney and Omaha (Nebraska Bird Review 
84:117). No nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, but nesting was confirmed in 
one Dundy County survey block (Moll-
hoff, 2016).

Migration: Eight total spring re-
cords are from April 15 to May 30, 
with a mean of May 15. Four fall re-
cords are for September 9 (2 records), 
11, and 19. Kansas fall records extend 
to late October.

Habitats: Associated with scrub 
and open woodlands near water. The 
Ogallala nestings have been in a large 
tree in a residential area. Parks and 
golf courses are also used for nesting 
by these insectivorous hawks. By 2013 
nesting in North Platte had occurred 
at three sites (Nebraska Bird Review 
81:141).

Comments: Breeding by this at-
tractive kite began in Ogallala and 
has slowly spread over western Ne-
braska. The breeding range in Kansas 
has slowly advanced northward to in-
clude several north-central counties, so 
additional nesting locations in Nebraska 
should be expected. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population increase 
(0.55% annually) during that period.

Bald Eagle 
Haliaeetus leucocephalus
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and locally com-
mon winter resident in Nebraska, es-
pecially along the major rivers and 
reservoir areas, such as Lewis and 
Clark Lake, Lake McConaughy, John-
son Lake, and Harlan County Reser-
voir. Although it once bred regularly 
in eastern Nebraska, the first known 
modern-era nesting attempt was in 
1973 in Cedar County (Nebraska Bird 
Review 41:76). Recently nesting ef-
forts have occurred every year, often 
along the Platte River or other larger 
bodies of water. By 1998 nesting ef-
forts were known from Douglas, Sher-
man, Garden, Gage, Nemaha, Pawnee, 
and Boyd counties. By 2005, 35 nests 
were occupied, mostly along larger 
rivers. Between 1991 and 2009, 49 
young fledged from 440 nests with 
known outcomes (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 78:121–126, 79:121–126), and 
since then most Nebraska counties 
have hosted nests. A 2016 Nebraska 
Game and Parks Commission survey 
revealed 162 active nests, with sites 
recorded in 72 of the state’s 93 coun-
ties, mostly along wooded rivers and 
in the Sandhills. Rivers with the larg-
est numbers of active nests were the 
lower Platte (18), Elkhorn (15), Nio-
brara (12), central Platte (11), and 
North Loup (10).

Migration: Sixty-five initial fall 
sightings range from September 16 
to December 31, with a median of No-
vember 29. Half of the records fall 
within the period November 16 to De-
cember 16. Eighty-eight final spring 
sightings are from January 8 to May 
12, with a median of March 19. Half 
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of the records fall within the pe-
riod March 17 to April 2. During win-
ter bald eagles appear at lakes, res-
ervoirs, or larger rivers throughout 
the Great Plains, especially after fish 
kills; up to 800 or more have gathered 
at Calamus Reservoir in March (Ne-
braska Bird Review 85:66).

Habitats: Bald eagles in Nebraska 
utilize ice-free areas of larger tree-
lined rivers and reservoirs during 
winter periods. Perching is usually 
done in tall cottonwoods near water. 
Twenty-four nests of this species were 
discovered during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed in 
26 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as 
compared with a confirmed nesting 
in one Grant County block during the 
first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Bald eagle winter pop-
ulations have greatly increased in re-
cent years; now an average of more 
than 1,000 birds winter within the 
state. Lake McConaughy is espe-
cially favored, but Johnson and Har-
lan County Reservoirs, the J-2 hydro-
plant near Lexington, the central Platte 
River, and the Republican and Missouri 
Rivers are also important concentra-
tion areas. Usually about 25–30% of 
these birds are immatures, suggesting 
that favorable reproduction is occur-
ring. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population increase (5.18% an-
nually) during that period.

Northern Harrier 
Circus hudsonicus
This species is a common migrant 
and permanent resident through-

out Nebraska. Although in cold win-
ters most birds may leave the state, in 
most areas and years the species can 
be regarded as a resident. It is proba-
bly most common as a breeder in the 
Sandhills and the Rainwater Basin. It 
breeds locally almost throughout the 
Plains states and is a regular through-
out during migration.

Migration: Thirty-nine initial 
spring sightings range from January 1 
to June 2, with a median of March 13. 
The wide spread of the records sug-
gest it is a resident over much of the 
state. Thirty-six final fall records are 
from September 14 to December 31, 
with a median of December 9.

Habitats: This species occurs in 
open habitats such as native grass-
lands, prairie marshes, and wet mead-
ows. Nesting is done in grassy or 
woody vegetation ranging from up-
land grasses and shrubs to emergent 
vegetation in water more than two 
feet deep. Three nests of this species 
were discovered during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in six survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in ten blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Northern harriers are 
graceful predators that are usually 
seen sweeping low over marshes and 
fields, showing white rump patches 
in both sexes. Adult males are oth-
erwise silvery gray with black wing-
tips, while females and young males 
are mostly chocolate brown. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation decline (1.21% annually) during 
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that period, and Nebraska had an es-
timated 1.17% rate of annual decline.

Sharp-shinned Hawk 
Accipiter striatus
This species is an uncommon to occa-
sional winter visitor and spring mi-
grant throughout Nebraska. Although 
the only recent breeding records are 
for the northwest (Sioux County) and 
the Niobrara Valley (Brown County), 
the species may also nest in the Mis-
souri River’s forested valley. It prob-
ably nests locally in the Dakotas and 
Minnesota, has nested in Kansas and 
Oklahoma, and migrates throughout 
the Great Plains.

Migration: A total of 142 initial 
spring records range from January 1 
to June 1, with a median of March 29. 
Half the records fall within the two 
periods January 1–9 and March 17 to 
April 27, indicating that this species 
is probably a winter visitor and early 
spring migrant. Forty-one initial fall 
records are from July 26 to December 
30, with a median of September 16. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod September 3–19. Thirty-five fi-
nal fall sightings are from August 20 
to December 31, with a median of No-
vember 10.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is associated with fairly dense 
forests, especially mixed woods with 
some coniferous trees. The species of-
ten preys on small birds such as spar-
rows but also takes robins and even 
small chickens. Sharpshins often wait 
in hiding around bird feeders, and a 
rapid evacuation of the area will fol-
low the hawk’s sudden appearance.

Comments: This is the smallest of 

the accipiter hawks, a group noted for 
their rounded wings, long tails, and 
swift flight abilities. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population in-
crease (0.92% annually) during that 
period. There was a confirmed nest-
ing in one Brown County survey block 
during the first Breeding Bird Atlas 
survey, but none in the second (Moll-
hoff, 2016).

Cooper’s Hawk 
Accipiter cooperii
This species is an uncommon winter 
visitor and spring migrant throughout 
Nebraska, and a local permanent res-
ident. It is a rare to uncommon nester 
in the forests of eastern Nebraska, and 
there are recent breeding records for 
the Pine Ridge region and the North 
Platte and western Republican val-
leys. It is a local but probably regular 
breeder in suitable habitats throughout 
the Plains states, especially in eastern 
and southeastern regions.

Migration: A total of 164 initial 
spring sightings range from January 
1 to June 10, with a median of March 
16. Half of the records fall within the 
two periods January 1–9 and March 
13 to April 26. Thirty-four initial fall 
records are from August 7 to Decem-
ber 27, with a median of September 
16. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 4 to October 
1. Thirty-five final fall sightings are 
from September 8 to December 31, 
with a median of October 30. These 
dates suggest that the species is both 
a winter visitor and local permanent 
resident statewide. Cooper’s hawks 
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have consistently outnumbered sharp-
shinned hawks in statewide Christmas 
Counts since 2013, suggesting that the 
Cooper’s hawk is increasing in Ne-
braska, as indicated by recent Breed-
ing Bird Surveys. By comparison, dur-
ing Lincoln’s Christmas Counts from 
1946 to 1997 the sharp-shinned hawk 
outnumbered the Cooper’s hawk by a 
ratio of more than three to one (John-
sgard, 1998).

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is associated with mature for-
ests, especially hardwood forests. 
Nestings were confirmed in Hitch-
cock and Frontier counties during 
the first breeding bird atlasing pe-
riod of 1984–89 (Mollhoff, 2001). A 
dozen nests of this species were dis-
covered during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, 
and nesting was confirmed in 11 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in two 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: A larger relative of 
the sharp-shinned hawk, the Coo-
per’s preys on bigger birds and mam-
mals, and is even more fearless in its 
attacks, taking birds up to the size 
of grouse, and mammals as large as 
skunks and opossums. The two accip-
iter species are best distinguished by 
size, the Cooper’s nearly crow-sized, 
although large female sharpshins 
might approach small male Cooper’s 
hawks in body mass. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population in-
crease (2.24% annually) during that 
period, and Nebraska had an incredi-

bly (and impossibly) high 14.38% es-
timated rate of annual increase. Much 
of this increase might be the result of 
the birds becoming urbanized nesters; 
Lincoln now (2018) has several nest-
ing pairs annually.

Northern Goshawk 
Accipiter gentilis
This species is an occasional win-
ter visitor and spring migrant nearly 
statewide. The species is probably less 
common now than earlier, but there 
have been periodic observations from 
Box Butte, Cherry, Custer, Saunders, 
and Lancaster counties. During the 
winter of 2015–16, there were five 
reports from eastern and central Ne-
braska (Nebraska Bird Review 84:10). 
The goshawk’s only breeding regions 
in the Great Plains are the Black Hills 
and northern Minnesota, but it is a 
migrant throughout.

Migration: Forty-eight spring re-
cords range from January 1 to June 
1, with a median of March 15. Half of 
the records fall within the two peri-
ods January 1–11 and April 14 to May 
16, suggesting this species is both a 
winter visitor and late spring migrant. 
Twenty-two total fall records are from 
September 16 to December 31, with 
half of the records occurring within 
the two periods September 21 to Oc-
tober 17 and December 25–31. Perhaps 
these apparent timing differences re-
flect later fall and earlier spring arriv-
als of adult birds.

Habitats: Throughout the year 
this species is rarely found far from 
wooded to heavily forested areas.

Comments: The Latin name of the 
goshawk may suggest it is “gentle,” 
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but the name refers to the royal ap-
pearance of the bird. The common 
name goshawk refers to the spe-
cies’ ability to attack and kill geese 
and various animals up to the size 
of woodchucks, and domestic fowl 
weighing up to about five pounds.

Harris’s Hawk 
Parabuteo unicinctus
Accidental. The first evidence of this 
species’ occurrence in the state was a 
specimen collected at Elkhorn, Doug-
las County, on October 28, 1922, 
which is now in the Hastings Museum 
(Nebraska Bird Review 45:52). The 
species was also observed in Scotts 
Bluff County on January 13 and 27, 
1995 (Nebraska Bird Review 64:134), 
and a road-killed bird was found in 
Lancaster County on October 26, 2012 
(Nebraska Bird Review 80:134–135). 
One was seen on November 5, 2017, 
and then for a few days near Nio-
brara, Knox County. There are Kan-
sas records for six counties, includ-
ing one breeding record (Thompson et 
al., 2011). The nearest regular breed-
ing area of this species is in western 
Texas.

Red-shouldered Hawk 
Buteo lineatus
This species is an uncommon to occa-
sional spring and fall migrant in east-
ern counties and a rare permanent 
resident in southeastern and west-
ern Nebraska. It has been observed 
west to Scotts Bluff County and re-
ported rarely in the Pine Ridge region, 
but known breeding is mostly lim-
ited to the Missouri Valley. It appar-
ently bred in Douglas County in 1958 
and again in 1964 (Nebraska Bird Re-

view 47:38) and in Fontenelle Forest 
in 1995. Fontenelle Forest and Indian 
Cave State Park are likely potential 
breeding sites. In 2009 a nesting at-
tempt was made at Pawnee Lake, Lan-
caster County (Nebraska Bird Review 
77:99, 143), and a probable breed-
ing occurred in Jefferson County in 
2016 (Nebraska Bird Review 84:85). 
A recent western breeding occurred 
in North Platte and possibly also near 
Wright’s Gap, Scotts Bluff County (Ne-
braska Bird Review 82:159). It also 
breeds in eastern Kansas (at least 13 
counties) and eastern Oklahoma.

Migration: Forty-nine initial spring 
sightings are from January 1 to June 
10. Eleven final fall sightings are from 
September 25 to December 27, with a 
median of November 16, with no clear 
indication of migratory tendencies.

Habitats: In Nebraska this species 
is found in relatively moist wood-
lands, especially floodplain forests, 
with adjacent open country for forag-
ing. One nest of this species was dis-
covered during the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, and nesting was confirmed in one 
Lancaster County survey block (Moll-
hoff, 2016).

Comments: This rarely seen hawk 
has apparently increased in the Mid-
west in recent decades, probably at 
least in part because of forest regen-
eration trends. Eastern Nebraska rep-
resents the western edge of its his-
toric Great Plains breeding range, 
although there is also a Pacific coast 
population. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (2.7% 
annually) during that period.
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Broad-winged Hawk 
Buteo platypterus
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
and an occasional summer resident 
in the Missouri’s forested valley and 
the Panhandle. Nesting has occurred 
in eastern Nebraska, but there are 
few recent records. Breeding has oc-
curred since 2008 in North Platte (Ne-
braska Bird Review 76:100, 80:92). 
One nest of this species was discov-
ered during the second atlasing period 
of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in two survey 
blocks of Sarpy and Lincoln counties 
(Mollhoff, 2016). It still breeds locally 
in Minnesota, Kansas (in at least three 
counties), and Oklahoma, and has 
bred in South Dakota. Wintering oc-
curs in South America.

Migration: Excluding a single Jan-
uary record, the range of 82 initial 
spring sightings is from March 4 to 
June 6, with a median of April 26. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 17 to May 1. Nineteen fi-
nal spring sightings are from April 12 
to June 8, with a median of May 15. 
Eleven initial fall sightings are from 
August 8 to October 3, with a median 
of September 12. Sixteen final fall 
sightings are from August 25 to No-
vember 19, with a median of October 
5. Most broad-winged hawks winter 
in South America.

Habitats: Associated with mature 
deciduous forests, especially those 
near water, during the breeding sea-
son. Migrant birds are sometimes seen 
in flocks over open country.

Comments: Like the red-shouldered 
hawk, this little woodland-nesting bu-
teo has regionally declined in popu-

lation and shows little sign of recov-
ery. It is a highly migratory species 
and, like the Swainson’s hawk, is per-
haps exposed to pesticides on its win-
tering grounds. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species had a survey-wide popu-
lation increase (1.02% annually) dur-
ing that period.

Swainson’s Hawk 
Buteo swainsoni
This species is a common to uncom-
mon spring and fall migrant and sum-
mer resident almost statewide, becom-
ing less common eastwardly, and with 
the eastern limits of regular breeding 
probably west of a line from Gage to 
Burt counties. Largest numbers occur 
during the fall migration period in late 
September, but wintering occurs in 
southern South America. It also breeds 
elsewhere in the Plains states except-
ing the easternmost regions and mi-
grates throughout the region.

Migration: Ninety-three initial 
spring sightings are from January 1 
to June 8, with a median of April 18. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 3 to May 3. Sixty-five final 
fall sightings are from August 4 to De-
cember 27, with a median of Septem-
ber 26. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 14 to October 1.

Habitats: While this species oc-
curs in Nebraska it is associated with 
open country, especially high plains 
and sandhills with only scattered 
trees available for nesting sites. Six-
teen nests of this species were discov-
ered during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, 
and nesting was confirmed in 40 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
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pared with confirmed nestings in 36 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: This is a plains-
adapted, largely insect-eating hawk 
that is still quite common in western 
Nebraska, although mass poisoning 
by pesticides on wintering regions in 
South America has done great damage 
to populations. West of Kearney many 
of the buteos seen from roadsides 
are likely to be Swainson’s hawks, 
whereas east of Grand Island red-
tailed hawks increasingly compose the 
majority. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (0.72% 
annually) during that period, and Ne-
braska had an estimated 1.64% rate of 
annual increase. However, in the area 
around Cedar Point Biological Station 
of Keith County, where in the 1980s 
a person could sometimes find a half 
dozen Swainson’s hawk nests within 
a 20-mile radius of the station, it is 
rare now to find a single nest. A small 
percentage of Nebraska’s Swainson’s 
hawks are melanistic.

Zone-tailed Hawk 
Buteo albonotatus
Accidental. A single bird of this spe-
cies was photographed near Cedar 
Point Biological Station, Keith County, 
April 25, 2007 (Nebraska Bird Review 
76:118). The nearest breeding area of 
this species is in central Texas.

Red-tailed Hawk 
Buteo jamaicensis
This species is an uncommon summer 
or permanent resident statewide, but 
it is more common eastwardly and a 

common spring and fall migrant. It is 
a breeder and migrant throughout the 
Great Plains.

Migration: Thirty-two initial spring 
sightings range from January 1 to May 
21, with a median of March 22 and a 
nearly random temporal distribution, 
suggesting that the species is essen-
tially a permanent resident. Twenty-
three final fall sightings are from 
September 29 to December 31, with a 
median of November 26.

Habitats: A combination of exten-
sive open habitat for visual hunting 
and scattered clumps or groves of tall 
trees for nesting provide the year-
round needs for this species. Twelve 
nests of this species were discovered 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 127 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 43 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The red-tailed hawk is 
the most familiar of Nebraska’s bu-
teo hawks. It is present all year, but 
migrants also move through the state 
during September to October and 
again in March and April. Nesting is 
done in tall hardwoods near the edges 
of woodlands, and the birds are highly 
effective predators of rodents, rabbits, 
and snakes such as bullsnakes. Not 
all red-tailed hawks have rusty tails; 
first-year birds have barred brown 
tails, and the melanistic Harlan’s race 
often has a grayish tail with little or 
no rufous tinting. The leucistic (semi-
albinistic) Krider’s hawks often have 
pinkish tails, but some pale red-tails 
are thought to be leucistic versions of 
the Harlan’s hawk. Typical Harlan’s 
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hawks are fairly frequent (about 2% 
to 5% of the population) during win-
ter in Nebraska. So too are a few Krid-
er’s hawks, a supposedly Great Plains 
endemic but more probably an occa-
sional leucistic variant. Krider’s hawk 
phenotypes might sometimes nest in 
western Nebraska, as I have twice 
seen leucistic birds at Crescent Lake 
National Wildlife Refuge during May. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species has 
undergone a survey-wide population 
increase (1.7% annually) during that 
period, and a 3.58% rate of annual in-
crease in Nebraska.

Ferruginous Hawk 
Buteo regalis
This species was an uncommon to oc-
casional permanent resident in west-
ern Nebraska. It is apparently migra-
tory and is a summer visitant only in 
northwestern Nebraska but is a per-
manent resident or winter visitor 
elsewhere. Regular breeding occurs 
west of a line from Dundy to Keya 
Paha counties, and there are also late 
twentieth-century records of breed-
ing from Banner, Cherry, Chase, Fur-
nas, and Lincoln counties. Elsewhere 
in the Great Plains it nests widely in 
the drier and short-grass plains region 
and may be seen on migration some-
what farther east.

Migration: Seventy initial spring 
sightings range from January 1 to May 
25, with a median of March 1. The 
wide spread of the records (half fall-
ing between January 17 and April 12) 
suggest that the species is essentially 
resident in Nebraska. Twenty final fall 
records are likewise widely spread be-
tween August 26 and December 31.

Habitats: While in Nebraska, this 
species is normally found in grass-
land habitats having scattered trees, 
buttes, or bluffs for nesting sites. A 
remarkably high total of 36 nests of 
this species were reported by Rocky 
Mountain Bird Observatory biologists 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in four survey 
blocks in Sioux, Box Butte, and Grant 
counties (Mollhoff, 2016). There like-
wise were confirmed nestings in four 
blocks in Lincoln, Cherry, Chase, and 
Furnas counties during the first sur-
vey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This majestic buteo 
is almost eagle-sized (but about half 
the weight), and like the golden ea-
gle is able to prey very effectively 
on prairie dogs and rabbits. It has a 
very broad gape, causing it to have a 
somewhat froglike appearance when 
its beak is opened. At times its pale 
rusty tail may cause confusion with 
pale-morph red-tailed hawks, but the 
rusty thighs and white “panels” in its 
outer wing feathers help with identifi-
cation. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population increase (0.61% an-
nually) during that period. However, 
Nebraska had a statistically unreliable 
estimate (based on 12 survey routes) 
of a 1.16% rate of annual decline, 
which has been the general trend of 
grassland-dependent birds.

Rough-legged Hawk 
Buteo lagopus
This Arctic-nesting species is an un-
common migrant and winter visitor 
statewide, becoming more common 
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westwardly. It also occurs through-
out the entire plains region.

Migration: Eighty-five initial fall 
records range from September 30 to 
December 30, with a median of No-
vember 2. Half of the records fall 
within the period October 9 to No-
vember 22. A total of 73 final spring 
sightings range from January 8 to May 
20, with a median of March 26. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 10 to April 12.

Habitats: Open prairies, plains, 
and other grassland habitats are used 
while on migration and during winter-
ing in the Great Plains.

Comments: This is a common win-
ter buteo in Nebraska, for only then 
does it move south from Arctic breed-
ing grounds and share the plains with 
red-tailed and ferruginous hawks. 
They then are much more common 
than ferruginous hawks but usually 
are outnumbered by red-tails five- to 
ten-fold. Like the ferruginous hawk, 
its tarsi are fully feathered (hence the 
name “rough-legged”), but the species 
is somewhat smaller and is adapted to 
preying on lemming-sized rodents. A 
small percentage of Nebraska’s rough-
legged hawks are melanistic.

Golden Eagle 
Aquila chrysaetos
This North American and Eurasian 
eagle is an uncommon migrant and 
winter resident throughout Ne-
braska, becoming more common 
westwardly, and is a permanent resi-
dent in western Nebraska, especially 
the Pine Ridge region. There are late 
twentieth- century breeding obser-
vations from at least Sioux, Dawes, 

Sheridan, Box Butte, Scotts Bluff, Ban-
ner, Morrill, Garden, Cheyenne, and 
Lincoln counties, according to Ne-
braska Game and Parks Commission 
records. It also breeds in the western 
portions of the Dakotas and from Col-
orado southward, and during winter 
sometimes appears farther east.

Migration: This species is evidently 
a resident in western Nebraska and a 
winter visitor elsewhere, and thus the 
records are not susceptible to ready 
statewide analysis. Late winter sight-
ings seem to follow closely the temporal 
pattern of the bald eagle’s movements.

Habitats: Throughout most of the 
year this species is associated with 
arid, open country, often with buttes, 
mountains, or canyons that offer re-
mote nesting sites and large areas 
of grassland vegetation for foraging. 
In winter it is sometimes found near 
rivers or reservoirs but not nearly 
to the extent that is true of the bald 
eagle. Nineteen nests of this species 
were discovered during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in eight survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016) in Sioux, Dawes, Banner, 
Chase, Cheyenne, and Garden coun-
ties as compared with confirmed 
nestings in two blocks in Banner and 
Cheyenne counties during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Breeding Bird Surveys 
of golden eagles in Nebraska suggest 
that they are widely distributed in 
western counties, with no special ar-
eas of concentration. This is not sur-
prising because jackrabbits and cot-
tontails are probably important parts 
of their diet, but there is no attrac-
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tion to localized sources of fish. Good 
places to look for nesting birds in-
clude the Pine Ridge region and south-
ern Panhandle. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(0.11% annually) during that period, 
whereas Nebraska had a statistically 
unreliable estimate (based on four 
survey routes) of a 0.03% rate of an-
nual increase.

U
Family Tytonidae  

(Barn Owls)

Barn Owl 
Tyto alba
This widespread (nearly worldwide) 
species is an uncommon permanent 
resident statewide but probably is 
more common in the southern coun-
ties. It also breeds throughout the 
Plains states north to South Dakota.

Habitats: Open to semi-open hab-
itats, where small rodents are abun-
dant and where hollow trees, old 
buildings, or caves are available to 
provide roosting and nesting sites, 
are favored by barn owls. Rats are 
particularly favored as prey species, 
but many other rodents are also con-
sumed. Fifteen nests of this species 
were discovered during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 19 survey blocks as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 20 

blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001). Most confirmed nestings 
were south of the Platte River (Moll-
hoff, 2016).

Comments: Barn owls are rodent 
catchers without peer, and the pres-
ence of a pair at a farm may account 
for the disappearance of several thou-
sand mice or rats per year. They are 
thus highly valuable birds, although 
farmers often seem unaware of their 
presence or, if so, may actually try to 
kill them. Near Cedar Point Biologi-
cal Station in Keith County, the nest-
ing birds concentrate on pocket mice 
and kangaroo rats for prey but in turn 
are preyed upon by great horned owls. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population increase (2.02% annually) 
during that period.

U
Family Strigidae  
(Typical Owls)

(Flammulated Owl) 
Otus flammeolus
Hypothetical. An owl identified as 
possibly being of this species on the 
basis of its calls was heard in Chad-
ron State Park, Dawes County, in June 
1978 (Nebraska Bird Review 46:70). 
The nearest known breeding area is 
in Wyoming’s Sierra Madre Mountains 
(Faulkner, 2012).
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Eastern Screech-Owl 
Megascops asio
This species is a common permanent 
resident in wooded areas throughout 
the state but is rare or absent from 
the treeless regions. Even in eastern 
Nebraska the rufous plumage morph 
is rare. There are no Nebraska records 
of Megascops kennicottii, and none in 
eastern Wyoming or South Dakota.

Habitats: This widespread and 
adaptable species is probably the most 
common Nebraska owl and occurs in a 
variety of wooded habitats, including 
farmyards, cities, orchards, and other 
human-made habitats, as well as in 
forests and woodlands. It is probably 
more common in cities than in heavy 
woodlands, where it is preyed upon by 
larger owls. Three nests of this spe-
cies were discovered during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 18 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 32 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Screech-owls often go 
unnoticed in places where they are 
common. The whinny-like call these 
birds utter is not very owl-like, and 
they hide during daylight hours in 
tree cavities. In eastern Nebraska 
about 90% of the birds are gray 
morphs, and farther west the rufous 
morph is even rarer. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 in-
dicate the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population de-
cline (1.27% annually) during that 
period, whereas Nebraska had a sta-
tistically unreliable (based on five 
survey routes) estimated 6.09% rate 
of annual increase.

Great Horned Owl 
Bubo virginianus
This species is an uncommon per-
manent resident statewide but prob-
ably is most common in the heavily 
wooded major river valleys and the 
Pine Ridge region. It also breeds and 
migrates throughout the entire Plains 
states. It is probably the second most 
common owl in the state.

Habitats: This highly adaptable 
owl occurs in a variety of habitat 
types ranging from dense forests to 
city parks and farm woodlands, and 
extends into nonwooded environ-
ments in rocky canyons and gullies. 
Eleven nests of this species were dis-
covered during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, 
and nesting was confirmed in 57 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 86 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: This is Nebraska’s larg-
est and most powerful owl, and it is 
able and likely to attack skunks, feral 
cats, and sometimes even very small 
dogs. It is not safe to climb up to a 
nest of these birds without protective 
headgear; their talons are long and 
the birds have a vise-like grip. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide pop-
ulation decline (0.81% annually) dur-
ing that period, and Nebraska had an 
estimated 0.69% rate of annual de-
cline.

Snowy Owl 
Bubo scandiacus
This nearly snow-white species is an 
occasional winter visitor, not present 
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every winter but occurring almost 
anywhere in the state. It is progres-
sively more common to the north of 
Nebraska during winter.

Migration: The range in 18 initial 
fall sightings is from November 6 to 
December 29, with a median of De-
cember 4. Twenty-three final spring 
sightings are from January 3 to April 
30, with a median of February 5.

Habitats: Wintering birds are 
usually associated with open fields, 
plains, marshes, and grassy low-
lands. They often perch on haystacks 
or other somewhat elevated sites.

Comments: Only during occasional 
winters do snowy owls enter Nebraska 
in any numbers; this probably occurs 
when a population surplus of lem-
mings is present during the breeding 
season, and so many owlets are pro-
duced that these juveniles are likely to 
starve during their first winter of life 
unless they drift south into milder cli-
mates where prey might be more abun-
dant. More than 200 were reported in 
Nebraska during the invasion of 2011–
12 (Nebraska Bird Review 80: 72–
76). The birds are highly conspicuous 
where snow is absent from the land-
scape, and many snowy owls are shot 
by scofflaws. Females and first-year 
males are more freckled with brown 
feathers than are older males.

Northern Hawk Owl 
Surnia ulula
Accidental. The state’s only hawk owl 
record is a specimen obtained in Lan-
caster County during November 1891 
(Bruner, Wolcott, & Swenk, 1904). 
It was also reported from Sheridan 
County, 1912. The nearest breeding 
area of this species is in Manitoba.

Burrowing Owl 
Athene cunicularia
This iconic plains species is a com-
mon to uncommon spring and fall mi-
grant and summer resident in western 
and central Nebraska, becoming rare 
eastwardly. It has not been known to 
breed east of Platte County since the 
1980s. Rock, Loup, and Kearney coun-
ties were the eastern limits of con-
firmed breeding during the second 
Breeding Bird Atlas survey of the early 
2000s (Mollhoff, 2016). No nests of 
this species were examined during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, but nesting was 
confirmed in 38 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 37 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Migration: The range of 119 initial 
spring sightings is from March 10 to 
June 10, with a median of April 24. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 13 to May 9. Forty-three fi-
nal fall sightings are from July 21 to 
November 9, with a median of Sep-
tember 16. Half of the records fall 
within the period August 30 to Sep-
tember 30.

Habitats: This species is normally 
associated with heavily grazed grass-
lands, especially those that support 
colonies of large burrowing rodents 
such as prairie dogs. Normally colo-
nial, scattered nestings may also oc-
cur by individual pairs where suitable 
excavations are available.

Comments: Largely because of 
probably unconstitutional state laws 
requiring the control of prairie dogs 
on private lands, the numbers of both 
prairie dogs and burrowing owls have 
plummeted in recent decades, and 
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Figure 11. Adults of barn owl (top left), short-eared owl (top right), and  
barred owl (middle); also burrowing owl, adults and two owlets (bottom)
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there are few places left where these 
fascinating little owls can be read-
ily observed. Unlike most owls, these 
birds are daytime feeders, and they 
also are mostly insect eaters, at least 
while they are in Nebraska. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.98% annually) during that 
period, and Nebraska had an esti-
mated 0.85% rate of annual increase. 
Clay County may be the easternmost 
current breeding area in the state (Ne-
braska Bird Review 84:121).

Barred Owl 
Strix varia
This woodland species is an uncom-
mon permanent resident in south-
eastern Nebraska, becoming rarer 
westwardly, and is absent from the 
western half of the state. The current 
western breeding limits of this spe-
cies in the Platte Valley are at about 
Nance and Merrick counties, and prob-
ably around Fairbury in the Republican 
River valley. It has been seen west to 
Harlan County in the Republican Val-
ley, to Hall County in the Platte Val-
ley, to central York County along the 
west fork of the Big Blue River, and to 
Seward County on the main stem of the 
Big Blue River (Nebraska Bird Review 
85:13, 68). It is a rare straggler in east-
ern Colorado, and a vagrant in Wyo-
ming (five records) (Faulkner, 2012).

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is found in dense river-bottom 
woods, which in Nebraska are typi-
cally hardwoods. However, conifer-
ous forests are also used when avail-
able and seem to be preferred. Five 
nests of this species were discovered 

during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in four sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in two 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The dark brown eyes 
of the barred owl mark it as a highly 
nocturnal species; those that hunt 
during the day and in twilight have 
yellow eyes. It is also one of the most 
vocal of owls, and can be easily called 
up by imitation or playback of its 
calls. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population increase (1.63% an-
nually) during that period.

Great Gray Owl 
Strix nebulosa
Accidental. In addition to a specimen 
record from Douglas County from De-
cember 1893, a bird was shot during 
January 1978 in Dixon County, and 
another was taken in the vicinity of 
Long Pine, Brown County, in 1977 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 47:63). It was also 
observed in Douglas County in April 
1948 and Lincoln County in January 
1950. The nearest breeding area is in 
northwestern Wyoming, although it 
is probable that the Nebraska records 
are from birds coming out of south-
ern Canada.

Long-eared Owl 
Asio otus
This species is a permanent resident 
in wooded areas such as major river 
valleys throughout the state, being 
uncommon in the east and becoming 
rarer westwardly. The population is 
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probably supplemented from migrants 
from farther north during winter. It 
also breeds and migrates throughout 
the other Plains states.

Migration: Twenty-four spring 
sightings range from January 2 to May 
14, with a median of March 9. Nine-
teen fall sightings are from July 21 to 
December 31, with a median of No-
vember 24. These limited data sug-
gest that the species is a summer res-
ident and a late fall and early spring 
migrant, with frequent overwintering.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is associated with wooded ar-
eas, including riverbottom forests, 
parks, orchards and woodlots. Both 
coniferous and hardwood forests are 
utilized, with the former apparently 
preferred. Three nests of this species 
were discovered during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in two Hitchcock and Sheri-
dan survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in five blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This secretive owl is 
mainly a bird of mature forests in the 
east, but we found two newly fledged 
young perched in a dense clump of ju-
nipers at Cedar Point Biological Sta-
tion, Keith County, in 1995. Like the 
barred owl it is quite a vocal bird, but 
it is hard to find during daytime hours 
as it hides quietly in dense wooded 
vegetation.

Short-eared Owl 
Asio flammeus
This prairie owl is a permanent res-
ident throughout Nebraska, being 
more common in the summer in the 

Sandhills and other natural grass-
lands. During winter the population 
is apparently supplemented by mi-
grants from farther north. It is proba-
bly least common in the Pine Ridge re-
gion. The short-eared owl also breeds 
in the other Plains states south to at 
least southern Kansas, and it occurs 
farther south during migration.

Migration: Thirty-five spring sight-
ings range from January 8 to June 6, 
with a median of March 12. Twenty-
nine fall sightings are from July 20 to 
December 31, with a median of No-
vember 30. The data are very sim-
ilar to those of the long-eared owl, 
suggesting that the species is a sum-
mer resident and a late fall and early 
spring migrant, with frequent over-
wintering.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is found in open, grass-domi-
nated environments, and in Nebraska 
the Sandhills prairie and other nat-
ural grasslands are favored habitats. 
Nesting usually occurs in grassy cover, 
with several pairs often nesting fairly 
close to one another in a loose colo-
nial situation. No nests of this species 
were discovered during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with a confirmed nesting in one 
Banner County block during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Like the northern har-
rier, this species is a prairie breeder. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (0.89% annually) 
during that period, and an annual de-
cline of 4.08% in Nebraska.
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Boreal Owl 
Aegolius funereus
Accidental. There are two early Lan-
caster County records for this species 
from October 1907 and December 
1892, a Clay County record for 1916, 
and a record from Webster County in 
December 1963 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 32:13). The nearest known nest-
ing area is in northern Wyoming’s 
Bighorn Mountains, where it is appar-
ently rare (Canterbury, Johnsgard, & 
Downing, 2013).

Northern Saw-whet Owl 
Aegolius acadicus
This coniferous forest species is an 
uncommon to rare winter visitor in 
Nebraska, and a rare breeder in the 
Panhandle. There was early evidence 
of breeding at Chadron State Park (Ne-
braska Bird Review 77:147). Calling by 
a territorial male was heard yearly at 
Fort Robinson for many years during 
the 1980s and again in 1997 near Ash 
Creek Canyon, northeastern Dawes 
County. A newly fledged juvenile 
was found as a road kill in Antelope 
County in late May 2002 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 70:63). Nesting was fi-
nally proven by the occupation of a 
nest box in the Wildcat Hills, Scotts 
Bluff County, in March 2014 (Mollhoff, 
2014); in 2015 a nest box in Dawes 
County produced six young (Nebraska 
Bird Review 83:13, 28). The species is 
also known to nest in the Black Hills 
of South Dakota.

Migration: Ten fall records are 
from July 29 to December 22, with a 
median of November 8. Seven spring 
records are from January 1 to May 16, 
with a median of February 20. These 
and other limited data suggest that 

the species is primarily a winter visi-
tor. In northwestern Nebraska it is re-
portedly a rare summer resident, ar-
riving as early as April 18 (Rosche, 
1982). Mist-netting by Daniel Kim at 
the Crane Trust, Hall County, captured 
40 owls over several winters (Ne-
braska Bird Review 73:67–70; Brown 
& Johnsgard, 2013).

Habitats: Although normally asso-
ciated with rather dense woods, espe-
cially cedar groves in Nebraska, this 
species sometimes appears in unex-
pected locations during migration. 
In the Black Hills of South Dakota, it 
breeds in pine and spruce forests, and 
probably the same is true in the Wild-
cat Hills and Pine Ridge region.

Comments: Most saw-whet owls in 
Nebraska are obviously migrants, but 
it is probable that a viable breeding 
population exists in the Wildcat Hills, 
Pine Ridge region, or Niobrara Valley 
(Nebraska Bird Review 82:10).

H
Family Alcedinidae 

(Kingfishers)

Belted Kingfisher 
Megacerle alcyon
This waterside species is a common 
spring and fall migrant and summer 
resident statewide in suitable habi-
tats and a rare winter resident where 
open water persists. It also breeds and 
migrates throughout the entire Plains 
states.
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Migration: Forty-three initial 
spring sightings range from January 
2 to May 10, with a median of March 
20. Half of the records fall within the 
period February 14 to April 10. Forty-
seven final fall sightings are from 
July 26 to December 31, with a me-
dian of November 15. The concentra-
tion of fall records toward the end of 
the year (nearly half occurring in De-
cember) suggest that the species over-
winters rarely.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species occurs near water areas sup-
porting populations of fish, amphib-
ians, and similar aquatic life. Nests 
are excavated from nearly vertical 
earth exposures in bluffs, road cuts, 
eroded stream banks, and the like. 
No nests of this species were investi-
gated during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, but nesting was confirmed in 23 
survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as 
compared with confirmed nestings 
in 32 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The belted kingfisher 
is Nebraska’s only representative of 
this large and diverse family of mostly 
fish-eating birds, although the small-
est kingfishers are largely insectivo-
rous and the largest ones are omniv-
orous. Only the female has chestnut 
underparts, making the sexes easy to 
identify. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (1.35% 
annually) during that period, and Ne-
braska had an estimated 0.77% rate 
of annual decline.

H
Family Picidae 
(Woodpeckers)

Lewis’s Woodpecker 
Melanerpes lewis
This open woodland species is a mi-
grant and rare summer resident in the 
Pine Ridge region. Recently it was found 
to be a rare breeder, with one Sheridan 
County record (Mollhoff, 2001), three 
Dawes County records (Nebraska Bird 
Review 72:155, 73:17), and a few more 
recent possible or confirmed nesting 
records (Mollhoff, 2016). During fall, 
winter, and spring it sometimes wan-
ders, occasionally reaching as far east 
as Brown, Buffalo, and Adams coun-
ties. It has also been reported in Kan-
sas (16 counties) and has bred in Cimar-
ron County, Oklahoma.

Migration: Too few records pre-
vent judgement of this rare species’ 
migration, but 15 records range from 
January 20 to September 23, with the 
largest number of sightings in May. 
Most Kansas records are from April 
23 to June 6, but the range is from 
April 10 to November 7 (Thompson et 
al., 2011). Like the red-headed wood-
pecker, Lewis’s woodpecker is some-
what dependent on aerial insects and 
is probably relatively migration prone. 
Like three-toed woodpeckers, this 
species is likely to move into recently 
burned coniferous woodlands, where 
it feeds on bark beetles and nests for 
a few years.
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Habitats: The edges of pine forests 
and streamside cottonwood groves 
that have considerable dead growth 
are favored Black Hills habitats, and 
probably similar habitats are used 
in the Pine Ridge region. No nests of 
this species were investigated dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, but nest-
ing was confirmed in two Sioux and 
Dawes County survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with a con-
firmed nesting in one Dawes County 
block during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Burned-over areas of 
coniferous forest are favorite places 
for Lewis’s woodpecker, as well as 
for the three-toed and black-backed 
woodpeckers, since insect-foraging 
opportunities are probably improved 
in such situations. Thus the burned 
portions of the Pine Ridge region for-
ests, such as around Fort Robinson, 
are a good place to look for this un-
usual woodpecker. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(3.42% annually) during that period.

Red-headed Woodpecker 
Melanerpes erythrocephalus
This familiar open-country wood-
pecker is a common spring and fall 
migrant and summer resident nearly 
statewide but is more common east-
wardly. It extends west into Colorado 
along the Platte Valley and reaches the 
Wyoming border in the Pine Ridge re-
gion. It is distinctly migratory and 
only very rarely overwinters in the 
state, but a few overwinter in Kansas 
(Thompson et al., 2011). Breeding oc-

curs virtually throughout the entire 
Plains states.

Migration: Ninety-eight initial 
spring sightings are from January 2 
to June 9, with a median of May 7. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 28 to May 17. The range of 
106 final fall sightings is from August 
8 to December 31. Half of the records 
fall within the period September 8 to 
October 3. Less than 10% of the fall 
records are for December, suggesting 
that this species rarely overwinters. 
Presumably its relatively high depen-
dence on aerial insects accounts for 
this species’ migration tendencies, as 
compared with most other Nebraska 
woodpeckers.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
colorful species occurs in fairly open 
forests, woodlots, urban parks, and 
wooded housing areas. It occupies 
somewhat more open areas than does 
the red-bellied woodpecker and is 
more widespread than that species. 
No nest cavities of this species were 
investigated during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, but nesting was confirmed in 
132 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in 151 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This is probably the 
most migratory of Nebraska’s wood-
peckers, and it is also one that is ad-
ept at catching insects in flight as well 
as probing for them in the ground. At 
times it will even eat acorns or berries, 
a trait better developed in a near rel-
ative, the acorn woodpecker. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
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decline (2.35% annually) during that 
period, and Nebraska had an estimated 
1.31% annual rate of decline.

Acorn Woodpecker 
Melanerpes formicivorous
Accidental. This species was photo-
graphed at a feeder in Chambers, Holt 
County, May 18–22, 1996 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 64:55; Brogie, 1997). It 
was also reported from Blair on Octo-
ber 7, 2012, and from Hayes County, 
June 15–16, 2013 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 81:112–113). The nearest regu-
lar breeding area of this species is in 
New Mexico.

Red-bellied Woodpecker 
Melanerpes carolinus
This species is a common permanent 
resident in eastern Nebraska, extend-
ing westward along the major river 
systems at least to the Valentine area 
of Cherry County in the Niobrara Val-
ley, to Scotts Bluff County in the Platte 
Valley, and to Dundy County in the Re-
publican Valley. Of 99 Panhandle re-
cords, 86 were from the North Platte 
Valley and 50 were within Scotts Bluff 
County (Nebraska Bird Review 85:13).

Habitats: Throughout the year 
this species occupies somewhat open 
stands of coniferous or hardwood for-
ests, often riverbottom forests. It also 
frequents orchards, gardens, and sim-
ilar urban or suburban areas. No nest 
cavities of this species were investi-
gated during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, 
but nesting was confirmed in 42 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 23 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The name “red-bellied 
woodpecker” is not very appropri-
ate; “zebra-backed” would have been 
a much better descriptive choice. In 
any case, these are highly attractive 
woodpeckers and a welcome sight 
whenever they are seen. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population in-
crease (1.02% annually) during that 
period, and a 5.12% estimated rate of 
annual increase in Nebraska.

Williamson’s Sapsucker 
Sphyrapicus thyroideus
Accidental. There are about five state 
records for this species, including one 
for Adams County in March 1939, one 
for Douglas County in February 1945, 
and one for Hall County in May 1959 
(Nebraska Bird Review 7:27, 13:61, 
27:52). A female was photographed 
near North Platte on November 13, 
2017. A Nebraska State Museum spec-
imen was obtained May 13, 1989, in 
Omaha. This species is also acciden-
tal in South Dakota, Kansas, and Okla-
homa. The nearest breeding area is in 
south-central Wyoming and adjacent 
north-central Colorado.

Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 
Sphyrapicus varius
This sap-eating species is an uncom-
mon spring and fall migrant in east-
ern Nebraska, becoming rarer west-
wardly. An occasional to uncommon 
winter visitor perhaps statewide. 
Probably more birds winter in south-
ern Nebraska than in the northern 
part of the state, where the species 
may be entirely migratory. It breeds in 
eastern North Dakota and Minnesota.
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Migration: Thirty-four initial fall 
sightings are from September 1 to De-
cember 30, with a median of October 
3. Twenty-five final fall sightings are 
from October 9 to December 31, with 
a median of December 18. Sixteen ini-
tial spring sightings are from January 
1 to May 28, with a median of March 
14. Fourteen final spring sightings are 
from January 9 to May 21, with a me-
dian of March 23. These data would 
suggest that this species is a very late 
fall migrant, frequently overwintering 
in the state and remaining for a rather 
variable period in spring.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species is associated with various 
woodlands, especially those having 
poplars or aspens, which are favored 
foraging trees. However, it also drills 
in birches, maples, cottonwoods, ap-
ple trees, and junipers but only infre-
quently in such hardwoods as oaks 
and hackberries.

Comments: Yellow-bellied sapsuck-
ers are among the few woodpeckers 
that would rather drink the sap of 
trees than capture insects, and they 
are very efficient at drilling equally 
spaced holes in poplars and birches 
to extract such fluids. Sapsucker-
drilled trees often attract other spe-
cies too, such as hummingbirds and 
flying squirrels. At least in eastern 
Nebraska these birds seem to be in-
creasing. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (1.1% 
annually) during that period.

Red-naped Sapsucker 
Sphyrapicus nuchalis
This coniferous forest species is a 

rare fall migrant in the Panhandle. 
Three known specimen records ex-
ist for Sioux County (Bray, Padelford, 
& Silcock, 1986). It is an uncommon 
resident of the Black Hills and prob-
ably occasionally strays to northwest-
ern Nebraska. As of 2008 there were 
eight documented fall reports, the 
most easterly of which was from Lake 
Ogallala, Keith County (Nebraska Bird 
Review 76:146).

Downy Woodpecker 
Picoides pubescens
This species is a common perma-
nent resident statewide that occu-
pies essentially the same habitats as 
the hairy woodpecker but is probably 
somewhat more common than that 
species. It breeds virtually through-
out the Plains states.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species lives in dense or open forests 
but also is found in cities in parks, 
gardens, and the like. Besides foraging 
in smaller trees and along the smaller 
branches of large trees, it also some-
times visits shrubs and tall weeds. No 
nest cavities of this species were in-
vestigated during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, but nesting was confirmed in 
70 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as 
compared with confirmed nestings 
in 51 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Downy woodpeckers 
are probably the commonest of Ne-
braska’s woodpeckers, and the nest-
ing holes they drill provide potential 
nesting sites for many other cavity-
dependent birds, such as bluebirds, 
tree swallows, chickadees, and nut-
hatches. In locations where it com-
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petes with hairy woodpeckers, the 
downies concentrate their foraging 
on smaller branches and twigs, or 
even on shrubs or weeds that are able 
to support their weight. Woodpeckers 
probably help protect many tree spe-
cies from boring beetle infestations, 
and so fully deserve our protection. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-
wide population increase (0.03% an-
nually) during that period, and Ne-
braska had an estimated 0.27% rate 
of annual increase.

Hairy Woodpecker 
Picoides villosus
This species is a common perma-
nent resident statewide in suitable 
wooded habitats. Censuses and Christ-
mas Counts in eastern Nebraska sug-
gest that the downy woodpecker is 
about eight times more common than 
the hairy, while records from the Ne-
braska breeding bird atlasing project 
suggest that the hairy woodpecker 
is less than half as common as the 
downy woodpecker in Nebraska (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species prefers fairly extensive areas 
of coniferous or deciduous forest, or 
streamside groves of trees. Although 
sometimes seen in urban areas, the 
species more commonly remains 
in mature forests, especially hard-
wood forests, where it forages on the 
trunks and larger branches. It breeds 
virtually throughout the entire Great 
Plains. No nest cavities of this species 
were examined during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, but nesting was confirmed 

in 20 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in 17 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Hairy woodpeckers have 
substantially longer and more robust 
beaks than do downy woodpeckers, 
therefore they can drill deeper into 
wood. They also excavate somewhat 
larger nest cavities, which eventually 
are used by other species. Its distribu-
tion in the state may be more closely 
tied to the larger river valleys, where 
large trees are more abundant. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
increase (0.81% annually) during that 
period, and Nebraska had an estimated 
1.93% rate of annual decline.

American Three-toed Woodpecker 
Picoides dorsalis
This species is accidental in Ne-
braska. Just a single specimen record 
exists, from Scotts Bluff County on 
June 15, 1916. There have been two 
additional, less-convincing sightings 
(Bray, Padelford, & Silcock, 1986), 
plus a 1994 sighting (Nebraska Bird 
Review 62:111). It is a rare permanent 
resident of the Black Hills and is likely 
to increase in northern Nebraska as 
more pines die from bark beetles and 
occasional drought.

Black-backed Woodpecker 
Picoides arcticus
Accidental. There are three early re-
cords of this forest-dwelling species 
from Nebraska, including two from 
Douglas County and one from Dakota 
County. Additionally, the species was 
reported in Custer County in August 
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1970 (Nebraska Bird Review 25:46). It 
is an uncommon permanent resident 
of the Black Hills but unreported else-
where in the Plains states. Both this 
and the American three-toed wood-
pecker may become more common as 
dead pines become increasingly com-
mon in the Pine Ridge region.

Northern Flicker 
Colaptes auratus
This species is a common semiperma-
nent resident statewide that overwin-
ters occasionally. In eastern Nebraska 
the population is predominantly of the 
yellow-shafted race or hybrids, with 
typical red-shafted types found only 
in extreme western Nebraska. Prob-
ably most if not all of the Nebraska 
population is influenced by hybrid-
ization (Short, 1965; Mollhoff, 2001). 
Collectively, the species breeds in and 
migrates through the entire Plains 
states.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species occupies diverse habitats, in-
cluding relatively open woodlands, 
orchards, woodlots, and urban envi-
ronments. Dense forests are appar-
ently avoided, and much foraging is 
done by probing in the ground. Ten 
nest cavities of this species were ex-
amined during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, 
and nesting was confirmed in 120 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016) as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 94 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: To a greater degree 
than other Nebraska woodpeckers, 
this is an ant-eating species, and be-
cause of that flickers often forage in 
fields well away from woodlands. Al-

though essentially sedentary, some 
movement out of the state may oc-
cur during most winters. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide popula-
tion decline (1.33% annually) during 
that period, and an annual decline of 
2.01% in Nebraska.

Pileated Woodpecker 
Dryocopus pileatus
This spectacular species is a rare local 
resident in eastern Nebraska. Once an 
uncommon permanent resident in ex-
treme eastern counties, it was prob-
ably extirpated prior to 1900. There 
have been numerous recent sightings 
in Washington, Richardson, Gage, 
Otoe, Franklin, Sarpy, and Douglas 
counties, indicating a reinvasion of 
southeastern Nebraska. By 2013 the 
species was probably present in small 
numbers north to Thurston County 
(Nebraska Bird Review 81:64). A pair 
was seen tending a nest hole dur-
ing April and May 1999 in Fontenelle 
Forest and has since bred there most 
years since. As many as two active 
nests have been found at Fontenelle 
Forest in some years, and it has bred 
in Indian Cave State Park in recent de-
cades (Nebraska Bird Review 75:79). 
More recent sightings elsewhere in-
clude Schramn State Park and Boyer 
Chute National Wildlife Refuge (Ne-
braska Bird Review 80:60, 85:67), 
DeSoto Bend National Wildlife Ref-
uge (Nebraska Bird Review 82:10), 
and north of Beatrice (Nebraska Bird 
Review 85:13). Scattered records in 
Jefferson, Saunders, and Knox coun-
ties might represent young wandering 
birds (Nebraska Bird Review 83:14).
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Habitats: This species is generally 
limited to mature forests, often river-
bottom forests, that have a mixture of 
tall living trees and dead stubs. Trees 
that are at least 15 inches in diameter 
are required for nesting birds. Three 
nest cavities of this species were exam-
ined during the second atlasing period 
of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in one Sarpy 
County survey block (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: It is fortunate that Ne-
braska is slowly developing a breed-
ing population of pileated woodpeck-
ers, for they are the largest and most 
memorable of America’s woodpeck-
ers. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population increase (1.41% an-
nually) during that period.

f
Family Falconidae 

(Falcons)

Crested Caracara 
Caracara cheriway
Accidental. One was reported from 
Seward County, August 20–21, 2011 
(Nebraska Bird Review 79:125). In the 
spring of 2013 an emaciated adult, 
blind in one eye, was found near Genoa 
(Nebraska Bird Review 80:142–143). It 
was brought to Nebraska Raptor Re-
covery near Lincoln and later sent to 
Texas for release (Fly Free 30(1):1, 
2013). The nearest breeding area of 
this species is in eastern Texas.

American Kestrel 
Falco sparverius
This tiny falcon is a common perma-
nent resident statewide. Kestrels are 
less common in winter (mainly males) 
and more abundant during spring and 
fall, so substantial migration must oc-
cur. The species occurs throughout the 
Plains states as a migrant or breeder.

Migration: Twenty-nine spring re-
cords and 22 fall records are widely 
scattered, suggesting that the species 
is largely residential in Nebraska.

Habitats: Open country with el-
evated perching sites, such as tele-
phone lines or scattered trees, are 
used throughout the year. Nesting is 
usually done in tree hollows (nest 
boxes are also often used) near large 
areas of grasslands or croplands. No 
nest cavities of this species were ex-
amined during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, 
but nesting was confirmed in 69 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016) as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 50 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The American kestrel, 
once called the “sparrow hawk,” is 
one of the most attractive of all our 
raptors. The smaller males are bright 
rufous with bluish gray wings and 
a rusty tail, whereas the female is 
nearly all barred or striped with ru-
fous and brown. They are hole nest-
ers, often choosing old woodpecker 
cavities but also artificial cavities. 
During summer they feed largely on 
grasshoppers and other large insects, 
but they turn to small mammals and 
other prey in cold weather. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 



175

GY R FA L C O NFA L C O N I DA E

underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.39% annually) during that 
period, whereas Nebraska had a sta-
tistically rather weak estimate (based 
on 48 survey routes) of a 0.25% rate 
of annual increase.

Merlin 
Falco columbarius
This bird-eating falcon is an uncom-
mon migrant and winter visitor state-
wide, and an extremely rare sum-
mer resident in the Pine Ridge region 
(Sioux and Dawes counties). There 
are nesting records for Sioux County 
in 1975 and 1978 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 47:39), and one during the first 
atlasing period (Mollhoff, 2001). Nest-
ing occurs in western South Dakota, 
Minnesota, and rarely in North Da-
kota. Migrants may appear anywhere 
in the Plains states.

Migration: Ninety-nine initial 
spring sightings range from January 1 
to June 6, with a median of March 19. 
Half of the records fall within the two 
periods January 1–20 and March 30 to 
April 24, suggesting that the species is 
primarily a winter visitor and spring 
migrant. Forty-eight fall records ex-
tend from August 16 to December 31, 
with a median of October 23. The larg-
est number (21) of fall records are for 
December, followed by September (15) 
and October (7).

Habitats: Open country with ele-
vated perches, such as telephone lines 
or scattered trees, are used through-
out the year, and nesting is typically 
in scattered trees or groves near large 
areas of grasslands, croplands, or bad-
lands. No nest cavities of this species 
were examined during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-

las project (Mollhoff, 2016) as com-
pared with a confirmed nesting in one 
Sioux County block during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This little falcon is 
slightly larger than the American kes-
trel and is largely a hunter of small 
birds, such as horned larks and small 
shorebirds. The males are mostly blu-
ish gray above, whereas females are 
various tones of brown and buffy. 
It is likely that nesting occurs more 
frequently in Nebraska than the few 
available records suggest; there have 
been no nesting reports since 1990. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide pop-
ulation increase (2.8% annually) dur-
ing that period.

Gyrfalcon 
Falco rusticolus
This stunning falcon is a rare win-
ter visitor from the Canadian high 
Arctic. A single specimen was ob-
tained in Johnson County in 1885, 
and another was captured in Kearney 
County in 1974. Additionally there are 
sight records from Cuming County 
(1880s), Keith County (1947, 2001), 
Dawes County (1965), Lincoln County 
(1975), Kearney County (1977), Gar-
den County (1979), Adams County 
(1980), Buffalo County (2011), and 
Boyd County (2015). Falconers have 
captured several during the winter in 
the Sandhills in recent years, such as 
two in Cherry County in 1983 (Brogie, 
1997). The gyrfalcom is a rare or acci-
dental winter migrant in the Lake Mc-
Conaughy region (Brown, Dinsmore, & 
Brown, 2012).

Migration: Nine total records for 
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this species range from November 27 
to April 3. There are three records for 
January, two for December, and one 
each for November, February, March, 
and April. Most of the 60-plus reports 
as of 2013 have occurred in January 
(Nebraska Bird Review 81:66). I saw 
one in flight near Grand Island on De-
cember 31, 2011, while I was traveling 
with friends on I-80, but my claiming 
to have identified a gyrfalcon from a 
car going 75 mph would probably not 
have convinced most people.

Habitats: Open plains and prairies 
are used during migration and while 
wintering.

Comments: This is the bird most 
prized by falconers for their sport; 
gyrfalcons have been trained to kill 
birds as large as bustards and will 
readily attack pheasants or large wa-
terfowl. The species exhibits an array 
of color morphs, ranging from nearly 
pure white to dusky gray. The lighter-
colored birds are typically nesters in 
the highest latitudes.

Peregrine Falcon 
Falco peregrinus
This nearly worldwide falcon is a rare 
to occasional migrant and winter vis-
itor statewide and a reintroduced lo-
cal breeder. It apparently once bred 
in the Panhandle (Bruner, Wolcott, & 
Swenk, 1904); since the early 2000s, 
a recovery program in Omaha and Lin-
coln has produced several successful 
nestings in both locations (Johnsgard, 
2010b).

Migration: A total of 97 initial 
spring sightings range from January 
1 to May 17, with a median of March 
20. Half of the records fall within the 
two periods January 1–20 and April 

21–May 11, suggesting that the spe-
cies is a winter visitor and spring mi-
grant. Twenty total fall records extend 
from July 26 to December 26, with a 
median of September 22. The largest 
number of fall records (8) is for Sep-
tember, but the sample is too small 
to suggest a peak period. In Kansas 
the fall migration peaks in September 
(Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: During migration this 
species is most likely to be found in 
open, grassland habitats, but it some-
times enters cities while hunting pi-
geons. During dives (“stoops”) toward 
fleeing prey it may reach speeds in ex-
cess of 200 miles per hour. Two nest 
sites of this species were monitored 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project (Moll-
hoff, 2016).

Comments: Until the successful re-
lease program undertaken in Omaha, 
peregrines were believed to have been 
extirpated from the state as breeders. 
However, thanks to this and other 
similar programs, the sight of per-
egrines is no longer a rarity, and a 
few successful attempts at nesting 
have now occurred near the dome of 
the state capitol building. These city-
adapted birds have even learned to 
hunt by night, using the lights that 
illuminate the capitol to capture 
night-flying prey such as nighthawks. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population increase (2.77% annually) 
during that period.

Prairie Falcon 
Falco mexicanus
This species is an occasional to rare 
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permanent resident in western Ne-
braska, mainly in the Pine Ridge re-
gion and the Wildcat Hills, and a rare 
migrant and winter visitor in east-
ern Nebraska. It is a rare and lo-
cal breeder in the western Panhan-
dle, with nesting records for at least 
Dawes, Sheridan, Sioux, Scotts Bluff, 
and Banner counties.

Migration: A total of 135 initial 
spring sightings range from January 
1 to May 22, with a median of January 
30. Half of the records fall within the 
period January 1–30, suggesting that 
the species is primarily a resident and 
winter visitor with no obvious second-
ary peak of spring migration. Forty-
five fall records extend from July 21 
to December 31, with a median of No-
vember 13 and no obvious fall peak in 
records, but a progressively increas-
ing number of monthly records exists 
from July to December.

Habitats: This species is associ-
ated with large expanses of open 
grasslands or sagebrush scrub, with 
nearby cliffs, bluffs, or rocky outcrops 
for nesting. Two nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, and nesting was confirmed 
in three survey blocks of Scotts Bluff 
and Sioux counties (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in seven blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The prairie falcon re-
sembles a paler version of the per-
egrine falcon and is a species more 
likely to specialize on prairie dogs 
and ground squirrels than on birds. 
It attacks such prey at high speed 
and from a nearly ground-level alti-
tude rather than from a high-altitude 

stooping dive, but it is equally deadly. 
Like the peregrine, it prefers to nest on 
steep cliffs, and seeing a female div-
ing on birds such as ravens that stray 
too close to its nest is a lesson in high-
speed acrobatics. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population increase 
(1.05% annually) during that period, 
and Nebraska had an estimated 3.33% 
rate of annual increase.

y
Family Psittacidae 

(Parrots)

(Monk Parakeet) 
Myopsitta monarchus
Hypothetical. Individuals of this intro-
duced South American parrot were ob-
served in the Omaha area in 1972–73 
and 1998, in Kearney in 1975, and in 
Lincoln in 1975–76. Probably they rep-
resent escaped cage birds rather than 
origination from the feral populations 
in Florida and some of the New Eng-
land states.

Carolina Parakeet 
Conuropsis carolinensis
Extinct. This once super-abundant 
parakeet was formerly a common res-
ident in the Missouri River valley of 
Nebraska (Nebraska Bird Review 2:55–
59; Johnsgard, 2003d) and elsewhere 
in the Plains states, but it went extinct 
in the early 1900s as a result of uncon-
trolled hunting. The last Kansas record 
was in 1904 (Thompson et al., 2011).
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B
Family Tyrannidae  

(New World Flycatchers)

Olive-sided Flycatcher 
Contopus cooperi
This western and boreal species is an 
uncommon to occasional spring and 
fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, at 
least west to Lancaster County. Far-
ther west the species is less common, 
but it probably migrates statewide. It 
breeds in northern Minnesota and mi-
grates throughout the Plains states.

Migration: Sixty-eight initial spring 
sightings range from April 3 to June 
4, with a median of May 18. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
10–26. Sixteen final spring sightings 
are from May 10 to June 8, with a me-
dian of May 24. Thirteen initial fall 
sightings are from August 24 to Sep-
tember 9, with a median of Septem-
ber 2. Twelve final fall sightings are 
from September 1–29, with a median 
of September 20.

Habitats: Migrants are found in 
wooded areas in which there are trees 
with prominent dead upper branches. 
They also sometimes perch on tele-
phone wires in open country.

Comments: This flycatcher is 
rather easily identified by its olive-
gray flanks, which look something like 
an unbuttoned vest. Its song is an eas-
ily remembered Quick, three beers or 
Look, three deer. The birds somewhat 
resemble oversized wood-pewees and 
are only slightly smaller than king-
birds.

Western Wood-Pewee 
Contopus sordidulus
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident in 
western and northwestern Nebraska; 
the breeding range includes Sioux, 
Dawes, and Scotts Bluff counties and 
probably extends east to at least Gar-
den County. Singing has been heard 
east to Brown and Keya Paha counties 
in the Niobrara Valley (Nebraska Bird 
Review 71:119, 76:195), and both west-
ern and eastern species occur in Keith 
County along the North Platte Valley 
(Nebraska Bird Review 76:105). Hy-
bridization with C. virens possibly oc-
curs in areas of contact with C. coo-
peri (Short, 1961).

Migration: Sixty-four initial spring 
sightings range from March 20 to June 
10, with a median of May 21. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
13–26. Thirty-three final fall sightings 
are from July 8 to October 9, with a 
median of September 4. Half of the 
records fall within the period August 
22–September 12.

Habitats: In the Black Hills, and 
probably in the Pine Ridge region, 
this species is mostly associated with 
open, mature pine forests. Gener-
ally the birds use habitats dominated 
by conifers, but they also use mixed 
woodlands and generally occupy drier 
regions than do eastern wood-pewees. 
Eight nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, and nesting was confirmed in 
nine survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in five blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).
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Comments: Although the two 
wood-pewees differ in the color of 
their lower mandibles, and the west-
ern has slightly darker plumage, it is 
probably easier to recognize this spe-
cies by its raspier pee-err vocaliza-
tion. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population decline (1.37% annu-
ally) during that period.

Eastern Wood-Pewee 
Contopus virens
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident in 
eastern Nebraska, extending west lo-
cally at least as far as Dawes, Cherry, 
Keith, Deuel, and Dundy counties 
along river systems. Breeding in the 
Sandhills is apparently infrequent. 
It breeds widely through the eastern 
portions of the Plains states and oc-
curs almost throughout as a migrant.

Migration: Seventy-seven initial 
spring sightings range from March 
20 to June 10, with a median of May 
10. Half of the records fall within the 
period May 3–21. Sixty-one final fall 
sightings are from July 29 to October 
12, with a median of September 10. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 31 to September 18.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species is generally associated with 
deciduous forests, including flood-
plain and riverine bluff forests, but 
also woodlots, orchards, and suburban 
areas with tree plantings. No nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, but nesting was 
confirmed in ten survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016) as compared with con-

firmed nestings in eight blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Over most of Nebraska, 
the wood-pewees seen are most likely 
to be the eastern species, whose song 
is a distinctive pee-a-wee. However, 
in the Panhandle and western Nio-
brara Valley be on the alert for possi-
ble western wood-pewees or hybrids. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (1.4% annually) 
during that period, versus a statisti-
cally weak estimate (based on 22 sur-
vey routes) of a 3.35% rate of annual 
increase in Nebraska.

Yellow-bellied Flycatcher 
Empidonax flaviventris
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
rarely occurring as far west as Cherry 
County. There were possible nestings 
of this species in Sarpy County and 
Lancaster County in 1978, records 
that subsequently were questioned 
(Nebraska Bird Review 46:86, 72:155).

Migration: Twenty-six total spring 
sightings range from April 16 to June 
7, with a median of May 16. Half of 
the records fall within the period 
May 10–20. Fifteen total fall sight-
ings range from August 8 to October 
5, with a median of September 4. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
September 1–14.

Habitats: The yellow-bellied fly-
catcher is associated with second-
growth woodlands while on migra-
tion and is normally limited to alder 
and willow thickets in boreal forest 
during the breeding season.

Comments: This eastern species of 
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Empidonax is distinctly yellowish be-
low. Its song is a chelek that is more 
liquid than the least flycatcher’s dis-
tinctly enunciated che-bek.

Acadian Flycatcher 
Empidonax virescens
This Empidonax (or “empid”) is an 
uncommon spring and fall migrant in 
eastern Nebraska and a probable sum-
mer resident in the forested valley of 
the Missouri River (Nebraska Bird 
Review 62:11, 63:77, 80:61). It also 
breeds in western Iowa and south-
ward through eastern Kansas and 
Oklahoma.

Migration: Fifty-five initial spring 
sightings range from April 17 to June 
9, with a median of May 15. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
8–21. Fourteen final fall sightings 
range from July 28 to October 1, with 
a median of August 28.

Habitats: During the summer, this 
species is found in shady and humid 
riverbottom forests, forested swamps, 
and wooded uplands. No nests of this 
species were reported during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: The Acadian flycatcher 
is one of the many difficult empidona-
ces (the generic name means “king 
of the flies”); this species is rather 
greenish toned and has a sharp peet-
sa song.

Alder Flycatcher 
Empidonax alnorum
This empid is a regular but uncom-
mon migrant in eastern and cen-
tral Nebraska, at least in spring. The 
small proportion of sightings attrib-
uted to this species since it was sep-

arated from E. traillii suggest that it 
must be quite infrequent by compar-
ison. It probably is a regular migrant 
through the eastern portions of all the 
Plains states, with banding indicating 
that some Nebraska migrants may mi-
grate as far as north-central Alaska. 
The nearest known breeding area is in 
North Dakota, but it has been thought 
to possibly breed in southeastern 
South Dakota, so it should be looked 
for in northeastern Nebraska.

Migration: Eight initial spring 
sightings attributed to this species 
range from May 8 to May 29, with a 
mean of May 21. Six final spring sight-
ings are from May 24 to June 18, with 
a mean of June 7. Six fall sightings 
range from July 20 to September 16, 
with a mean of August 19.

Habitats: Migrants probably use 
the same habitats as does the willow 
flycatcher, namely shrubbery and 
small trees near openings of grassland 
or water. While breeding it generally 
occupies the more northerly and east-
erly forested areas, compared with the 
more open and arid habitats of the 
willow flycatcher.

Comments: This empid is too lit-
tle known in Nebraska to say much 
about it. However, 92 of 203 “Traill’s 
flycatchers” banded by Dr. William 
Scharf in western Nebraska during 
the 1990s were identified by him as 
alders. Thus, the species may be a 
much more regular migrant through 
Nebraska than is yet appreciated.

Willow Flycatcher 
Empidonax traillii
This empid is a common spring and 
fall migrant and uncommon to rare 
summer resident in eastern Nebraska. 
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Breeding extends west at least to 
Cherry, Thomas, and Keith counties in 
the Sandhills and to Sheridan County 
in the Panhandle. It also breeds in the 
other Plains states from North Dakota 
to Oklahoma. Only four confirmed Ne-
braska breedings occurred during the 
atlasing years 1984–89 (Mollhoff, 
2001).

Migration: Seventy-eight initial 
spring sightings range from April 17 
to June 10, with a median of May 15. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 9–25. Sixteen final fall sight-
ings range from July 26 to September 
21, with a median of September 2. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 29 to September 7.

Habitats: In Nebraska this species 
inhabits edge habitats such as thick-
ets or groves of small trees and shrubs 
surrounded by grasslands, and the 
edges of gallery forests along rivers. 
Three nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, and nesting was confirmed in 
eight survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in three blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Probably this is the 
most common and widespread of Ne-
braska’s empidonaces, although in 
appearance it is extremely similar to 
the alder flycatcher. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 in-
dicate that the willow flycatcher un-
derwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.48% annually) during that 
period, whereas there was a statis-
tically weak estimate (based on 12 
survey routes) of a 3.03% annual in-
crease in Nebraska.

Least Flycatcher 
Empidonax minimus
This empid is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide, and apparently 
an extremely rare summer resident. 
Besides some early reports of breed-
ing in Douglas and Dakota counties, 
territorial birds have also been re-
ported in Brown and Dawes counties. 
Thus, northern Nebraska very possi-
bly constitutes part of the breeding 
range, but there were no confirmed 
breedings during the atlasing years 
(Mollhoff, 2001, 2016).

Migration: The range of 100 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 7 to 
June 9, with a median of May 8. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 3–11. Sixteen final spring sight-
ings are from May 3 to June 3, with 
a median of May 14. Twenty-four fall 
sightings range from July 29 to Octo-
ber 1, with a median of September 5. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 30 to September 12.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species occupies floodplain forests in 
grassland regions, scattered grove-
lands, shelterbelts, and urban parks or 
gardens. No nests of this species were 
reported during the first or second at-
lasing periods of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, although nesting is possi-
ble in northeastern Nebraska near the 
South Dakota border and in Pine Ridge 
canyons (Mollhoff, 2001, 2016).

Comments: This is the smallest of 
the Empidonax species, but in the field 
this difference is not apparent. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide pop-
ulation decline (1.8% annually) dur-
ing that period.
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Hammond’s Flycatcher 
Empidonax hammondii
This empid is a rare but regular fall 
migrant in western Nebraska, with 
30 fall records as of 2013 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 81:151). The first speci-
men identified as this species was col-
lected in Dawes County in 1911. Ob-
served and photographed in Adams 
County on September 2, 1995 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 64:135). The near-
est breeding area of this species is in 
eastern Wyoming.

Gray Flycatcher 
Empidonax wrightii
Very rare. A few sight records of this 
empid exist for Oliver Reservoir, in-
cluding May 17, 1999, and several Au-
gust and September sightings in 2002 
(Nebraska Bird Review 70:152). Five 
fall records are from August 24 to Oc-
tober 5. In 2016 the second spring re-
cord was of a male singing at Oliver 
Reservoir on May 22 (Nebraska Bird 
Review 84:75). The nearest breeding 
area of this species is in central Wy-
oming.

Dusky Flycatcher 
Empidonax oberholseri
Rare. By 2013 at least 32 fall records 
had accumulated for this elusive west-
ern empid, mostly in Kimball and 
Scotts Bluff counties (Nebraska Bird 
Review 68:118, 162; 71:158; 81:152). 
In 2016 the seventh spring record was 
reported at Exit 1 of I-29 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 84:75). One was banded 
at the Wildcat Hills Nature Center in 
September 2015 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 83:184). About ten spring re-
cords extend from May 9 to June 15, 
including three 2017 records (Ne-

braska Bird Review 85:70). The near-
est breeding areas of this species are 
in northeastern Wyoming and the 
Black Hills.

Cordilleran Flycatcher 
Empidonax occidentalis
This empid is a local migrant and 
summer resident in western Ne-
braska, known to have a nesting area 
in Sioux County (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 43:18) in Sowbelly Canyon and 
in nearby Monroe Canyon. Now it is 
known to extend eastward into Dawes 
County, breeding in East Ash Can-
yon (Nebraska Bird Review 76:106, 
84:75), and in Sheridan County (Moll-
hoff, 2016). It was also observed in 
Scotts Bluff, Garden, and McPherson 
counties, with a 2003 nesting in the 
Wildcat Hills (Nebraska Bird Review 
71:120).

Migration: Five fall records are all 
in the period August 9 to September 
10 (Nebraska Bird Review 65:167). 
As of 2013 there were more than 20 
spring records (Nebraska Bird Review 
81:66).

Habitats: While breeding this spe-
cies is associated with forested can-
yons and mountain slopes, but on 
migration it may occur in deciduous 
trees along streambeds, oak-lined gul-
lies, and other wooded habitats. Seven 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in nine survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as compared 
with no confirmed nestings during the 
first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This empid has one of 
the most localized breeding ranges of 
any of Nebraska’s birds, being largely 
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limited to a few small canyons in 
northwestern Nebraska. It used to be 
called the “western flycatcher” but 
has been “split” into a Pacific-slope 
form and this interior-breeding spe-
cies. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that this spe-
cies (including the Pacific-slope form, 
now considered a distinct species) col-
lectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (0.30% annually) 
during that period.

Eastern Phoebe 
Sayornis phoebe
This familiar woodland species is a 
common spring and fall migrant and 
summer resident in woodlands of 
eastern Nebraska and extending west 
locally to Sioux, Thomas, Lincoln, Gar-
den, and Dundee counties along the 
major river valleys. It also breeds 
throughout the eastern portions of 
the other Plains states, west to east-
ern Colorado and northeastern New 
Mexico.

Migration: The range of 169 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 
20 to June 10, with a median of April 
16. Half of the records fall within the 
period March 28 to April 29. Sixty-
seven final fall sightings range from 
August 4 to October 25, with a me-
dian of September 26. Half of the re-
cords fall within the period Septem-
ber 5 to October 6.

Habitats: During summer, this 
species is usually found near water 
in woodlands or partially wooded ar-
eas, including farmsteads. Farm build-
ings, wooden bridges, and other loca-
tions providing artificial or natural 
ledges protected from above are used 
for nest sites. Fifty-seven nests of this 

species were reported during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 184 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 106 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Eastern phoebes are 
the earliest of the flycatchers to ar-
rive in eastern Nebraska, where they 
soon take up residence under bridges 
and in farm outbuildings. They typi-
cally return to the same nest site in 
successive years. One site on a win-
dow sill of my family’s Minnesota lake 
cabin was used every year for at least 
five years, even though it had to be 
temporarily moved about five feet one 
summer to allow for repainting of the 
sills, while the birds were still tending 
nestlings. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (0.22% 
annually) during that period, and Ne-
braska had an estimated 2.99% rate 
of annual increase.

Say’s Phoebe 
Sayornis saya
This western species is a common 
spring and fall migrant and summer 
resident in western Nebraska, ex-
tending east locally to at least Cedar, 
Wayne, Cuming, Greeley, York, and 
Clay counties. Vagrants may be seen 
all the way to the Missouri River. It 
also breeds throughout the western 
portions of the other Plains states, 
from North Dakota to Texas.

Migration: The range of 129 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 
20 to June 10, with a median of April 
16. Half of the records fall within the 
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period April 5–24. Fifty-two final fall 
sightings range from July 29 to Octo-
ber 29, with a median of September 
14. Half of the records fall within the 
period September 8–20.

Habitats: In Nebraska this species 
is found in fairly open and dry hab-
itats, including rocky canyons, bad-
lands, and ranchlands. The species is 
independent of surface water, but in 
common with the eastern phoebe, it 
often nests under bridges or on the 
horizontal ledges of other manmade 
structures. Twenty nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 38 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in 28 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: In Keith County near 
Cedar Point Biological Station both 
the eastern and Say’s phoebes oc-
cur, but they do not appear to inter-
act and rarely nest in the same im-
mediate area. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population increase 
(2.45% annually) during that period, 
and an estimated 3.2% rate of annual 
increase in Nebraska.

Vermilion Flycatcher 
Pyrocephalus rubinus
Accidental, with a sight record for 
Douglas County in November 1954, 
a specimen from Lincoln County in 
December 1954, and a carcass prob-
ably of this species found in Lincoln 
County in November 1960 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 23:28, 29:23). There was 
also a sight record for Lincoln County 

in May 1976 (American Birds 30:861). 
One was photographed in Lancaster 
County on May 16, 1995 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 64:135), and another was 
photographed on October 25, 2017, in 
Phelps County.

Habitats: During the summer this 
species is usually found in trees or 
shrubs along roadsides or in open for-
ested riverbottoms.

Comments: This amazingly bright-
plumaged species is a distinct change 
from the many dull-plumaged flycatch-
ers, and one can only wonder what 
sorts of selective pressures drove the 
species to evolve such a brilliant male 
plumage. The nearest breeding area of 
the vermilion flycatcher is in north-
eastern New Mexico.

Ash-throated Flycatcher 
Myiarchus cinerascens
This species is an extremely rare 
summer resident that was first found 
breeding in Kimball County in 2007 
(Nebraska Bird Review 75:40; 76:43–
37, 161). It was also observed there 
in 2009, and in Scotts Bluff County 
in July 2009 (Nebraska Bird Review 
77:105). There is also a 1957 sight re-
cord for Dawes County (Bray, Padel-
ford, & Silcock, 1986) and another for 
Sowbelly Canyon, July 20, 2000 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 68:118).

Great Crested Flycatcher 
Myiarchus crinitus
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident in 
eastern Nebraska, mainly along the 
larger river valleys but also extend-
ing west locally to Sioux County in 
the Niobrara Valley; to Garden, Keith, 
and Deuel counties along the North 
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Platte and South Platte; and to Dundy 
County in the Republican Valley.

Migration: The range of 130 initial 
spring sightings is from March 30 to 
June 9, with a median of April 30. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 2–15. Sixty-six final fall sightings 
are from July 22 to October 3, with a 
median of September 6. Half of the re-
cords fall within the period August 30 
to September 12.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son, this species occurs in rather ex-
tensive hardwood forests, including 
riverbottom forests, and especially 
those with fairly open canopies. Un-
like most flycatchers, nesting is in 
cavities such as woodpecker holes. Al-
though nest building and parental be-
havior was observed, no nests of this 
species were examined during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 23 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 20 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This eastern deciduous 
forest species is notable for its rufous 
wing and tail markings, and its loud 
wheep calls. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(0.03% annually) during that period, 
whereas Nebraska had a statistically 
questionable estimate (based on 27 
survey routes) of a 1.85% rate of an-
nual increase.

Cassin’s Kingbird 
Tyrannus vociferans
This species is a spring and fall mi-
grant and regular summer resident of 

the western Panhandle, ranging from 
rare to uncommon. The species breeds 
locally in Nebraska, at least in the 
southwestern Panhandle, in the Wild-
cat Hills, and also from about Craw-
ford westward in the north (Mollhoff, 
2001). It has long been regularly seen 
south of Reddington, but there were 
no proven breedings there until 2003.

Migration: Eight initial spring 
sightings range from April 27 to May 
30, with a mean of May 2. Twelve last 
fall sightings range from August 22 to 
September 28, with a median of Sep-
tember 17.

Habitats: To a greater degree than 
the western kingbird, this species is 
associated with dry, open country 
such as plains and semideserts, with 
only scattered tall trees. However, it 
overlaps widely with this species and 
probably competes locally with it. 
Seven nests of Cassin’s kingbird were 
reported during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed in 
six survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016) as 
compared with a confirmed nesting in 
one Sheridan County block during the 
first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Few breeding records 
have been obtained in Nebraska for 
this western kingbird look-alike. Nests 
have been found in Dawes, Sheridan, 
Kimball, and Cheyenne counties, and 
east to a canyon south of Redding-
ton, Morrill County (Nebraska Bird 
Review 73:18). This species lacks the 
white outer tail feather markings of 
the western and has a more conspic-
uous dark ear-patch. Its usual call is 
a loud chi-bek. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
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a survey-wide population increase 
(0.19% annually) during that period.

Western Kingbird 
Tyrannus verticalis
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident al-
most statewide, becoming less com-
mon eastwardly. It is more common 
than the eastern kingbird in much 
of western Nebraska but less com-
mon in the state’s eastern third. It is 
a breeder and migrant throughout the 
entire Plains states.

Migration: The range of 117 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 30 
to May 26, with a median of May 5. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 1–10. The range of 125 final 
fall sightings is from July 26 to Octo-
ber 10, with a median of September 3. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 24 to September 10.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species seems to occupy much the 
same habitats as does the eastern king-
bird, including a variety of edge hab-
itats such as shelterbelts, orchards, 
woodland margins, and tree-lined resi-
dential districts, but it is more tolerant 
of drier environments. Twenty nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 138 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 126 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: In western Nebraska 
around Cedar Point Biological Station, 
these noisy birds nest almost any-
where that medium to tall trees occur 
near open foraging areas. There they 
often outnumber eastern kingbirds 

and tend to favor somewhat drier 
and more open habitats. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population in-
crease (0.06% annually) during that 
period, whereas Nebraska had an es-
timated 1.42% rate of annual decline.

Eastern Kingbird 
Tyrannus tyrannus
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident 
statewide, generally considerably 
more common that the western king-
bird in eastern Nebraska, becoming 
relatively less common westwardly. 
It is a breeder and migrant through-
out the entire Plains states.

Migration: Seventy-three initial 
spring sightings range from March 
24 to May 29, with a median of May 
3. Half of the records fall within the 
period May 1–7. The range of 126 fi-
nal fall sightings is from August 4 to 
October 14, with a median of Septem-
ber 9. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 1–16.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species occupies open areas having 
scattered trees or tall shrubs and for-
est edges or hedgerows. It frequently 
occurs in cities, foraging out over 
streets or intersections, and perch-
ing on favored vantage points, such 
as street lights or telephone lines. 
Twenty-six nests of this species were 
reported during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed 
in 152 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), 
as compared with confirmed nestings 
in 158 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).
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Comments: The kingbirds are 
named for their rather imperial be-
havior, and the generic name Tyran-
nus is a further indication of their 
tyrannical nature. Other songbird spe-
cies, such as orioles, often nest close 
to kingbird nests to gain their protec-
tion. The birds have hidden golden-
reddish crown patches, although these 
are exposed only rarely during hos-
tile or sexual encounters. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide popula-
tion decline (1.28% annually) during 
that period, and Nebraska had an es-
timated 0.76% rate of annual decline.

Scissor-tailed Flycatcher 
Tyrannus forficatus
This species is a rare spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident 
in southern Nebraska, with definite 
breeding records by 2005 from Ad-
ams, Cass, Clay, Gage, Lancaster, and 
Logan counties. By 2013 there had 
been at least 20 state nesting records 
(Nebraska Bird Review 81:114). Va-
grants have been seen elsewhere in 
the state, and rarely have also been 
seen as vagrants north to South Da-
kota. It is a regular breeder from 
Kansas southward and is casual into 
South Dakota. It is a regular breeder 
from Kansas and extreme southeast-
ern Colorado southward.

Migration: Seventeen initial spring 
sightings range from April 19 to June 
10, with a median of May 2. Half of 
the records fall within the period April 
29 to May 3. Eight final fall sightings 
are from July 23 to October 5, with a 
mean of September 14.

Habitats: During the summer this 

species is found in open to semi-open 
habitats with a scattering of trees or 
other elevated perching sites, and in 
woodlands with edges or openings for 
foraging. Nesting usually is in isolated 
trees or tall structures such as util-
ity poles or windmills rather than in 
groves or heavy cover. Seven nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in two survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with one 
confirmed nesting in a Cass County 
block during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Although this beautiful 
species is fairly common in southern 
Kansas, it only occasionally nests in 
Nebraska. However, its Kansas range 
is slowly advancing northward, so 
perhaps in the future it will become a 
regular breeder across southern Ne-
braska. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (0.78% 
annually) during that period.

ı

Family Laniidae  
(Shrikes)

Loggerhead Shrike 
Lanius ludovicianus
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and summer resident 
statewide. A few birds overwinter in 
some years, but apparently the popu-
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lation is essentially migratory. Breed-
ing occurs throughout the Great Plains 
in suitable habitats.

Migration: The range of 95 initial 
spring sightings is from January 2 to 
May 28, with a median of April 4. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 17 to April 21. Ninety-eight fi-
nal fall sightings are from July 26 to 
December 30, with a median of Sep-
tember 19. Half of the records occur 
from August 26 to October 1.

Habitats: Outside the breeding sea-
son these birds occupy the same open 
country that northern shrikes utilize, 
and during the nesting period they are 
also associated with open habitat with 
scattered or clustered shrubs or small 
trees. Twenty-six nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 63 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in 61 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The Nebraska Sand-
hills seem to represent perfect habi-
tat for loggerhead shrikes; scattered 
Russian olive trees are favorite nest-
ing sites, and the open country pro-
vides for excellent viewing of the sur-
roundings. Shrikes are often called 
“butcher birds,” as they frequently im-
pale their prey on barbed wire or the 
thorns of trees to store them tempo-
rarily. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population decline (2.78% an-
nually) during that period, and an 
estimated 3.23% rate of annual de-
cline in Nebraska. The Nebraska Sand-

hills population now seems to have 
become part of the species’ national 
decline pattern.

Northern Shrike 
Lanius borealis
This species is an uncommon to lo-
cally common winter resident state-
wide, but perhaps it is more com-
mon in the western regions than in 
the east. It also occurs throughout the 
Great Plains as a migrant or winter 
visitor.

Migration: The range of 44 initial 
fall sightings is from August 28 to De-
cember 26, with a median of Novem-
ber 9. Half of the records fall within 
the period October 23 to November 
28. Twenty-four final spring sightings 
range from January 7 to April 24, with 
a median of March 11. Half of the re-
cords fall within the period February 
23 to March 25.

Habitats: Migrants and winter-
ing birds are found on open plains or 
prairies having scattered trees or tele-
phone posts for perches.

Comments: The larger size, some-
what barred breast, and more con-
trasting black ear-stripe all help to 
identify this species, and it rarely 
overlaps in seasonal occurrence with 
the loggerhead shrike. Both are sur-
prisingly effective predators, some-
times killing birds as large as war-
blers and sparrows.

B
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Family Vireonidae 
(Vireos)

Black-capped Vireo 
Vireo atricapilla
Extirpated. There are two definite 
early records for black-capped vireo: a 
sight record for Sarpy County in 1894 
and a specimen from Sarpy County 
in 1921. Oklahoma is the nearest re-
gion of current breeding of this en-
dangered species. Once nesting in the 
Red Hills of southern Kansas, it has no 
recent known occurrences in the state 
(Thompson et al., 2011).

White-eyed Vireo 
Vireo griseus
This species is an uncommon to oc-
casional spring and fall migrant in 
eastern Nebraska and a local summer 
resident in the lower part of the Mis-
souri River’s forested valley, with a 
northern limit at least as far as Sarpy 
County. Reported west to Keith and 
Sioux counties. Breeding also occurs 
from eastern Kansas south through 
eastern Oklahoma to Texas. It is ca-
sual in South Dakota.

Migration: Forty-four initial spring 
sightings range from April 19 to June 
5, with a median of May 10. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
3–15. Fourteen final fall sightings are 
from August 2 to September 22, with 
a median of September 6.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son, this species occupies the dense 
understory of wooded bottomlands 
and thickets near streams. There were 
no reported nesting activities during 

the two Breeding Bird atlas surveys 
(Mollhoff, 2001, 2016).

Comments: White-eyed vireos are 
well named; they are the only native 
vireos with pale white eyes, which 
are exaggerated by a white eye-ring. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species had 
a survey-wide population increase 
(0.62% annually) during that period.

Bell’s Vireo 
Vireo bellii
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident in 
eastern Nebraska, becoming rarer 
westwardly, and breeding locally to 
Dawes County in the Pine Ridge re-
gion, to Cherry County in the Niobrara 
Valley, to Morrill County and probably 
Scotts Bluff County in the North Platte 
River valley, and to the Colorado bor-
der in the valleys of the South Platte 
and Republican Rivers. Breeding also 
occurs north to western North Dakota 
and south to Oklahoma and the Texas 
Panhandle.

Migration: The range of 114 initial 
spring sightings is from March 30 to 
June 10, with a median of May 13. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 6–20. Sixty-four final fall sight-
ings range from July 24 to October 20, 
with a median of September 8. Half of 
the records fall within the period Au-
gust 25 to September 17.

Habitats: In Nebraska this prairie-
adapted vireo is widespread in thick-
ets near streams or rivers and in sec-
ond-growth scrub, forest edges, and 
brush patches. Ten nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
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Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 14 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in 20 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Like many vireos, this 
species is more easily heard than 
seen; it often sings from thick brush 
near the ground. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population in-
crease (0.63% annually) during that 
period, and an estimated 4.5% annual 
rate of increase in Nebraska.

Yellow-throated Vireo 
Vireo flavifrons
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern counties 
and an uncommon summer resident 
in the forested valley of the Missouri 
River from South Dakota to Kansas, 
and west along various tributaries to 
at least Jefferson and Lancaster coun-
ties. Breeding also occurs widely in 
the eastern parts of the Great Plains, 
from central North Dakota south-
ward through eastern Oklahoma, and 
migrants are somewhat more wide-
spread.

Migration: Eighty initial spring 
sightings range from March 24 to June 
3, with a median of May 7. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 
30 to May 13. Twenty-seven final fall 
sightings range from July 21 to Octo-
ber 26, with a median of September 9. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 30 to September 16.

Habitats: Migrants and breed-
ing birds are associated with mature, 
moist deciduous forests, especially 
riverbottom forests and shady slopes, 

and infrequently with wooded resi-
dential areas. There were three con-
firmed breedings of this species dur-
ing the first atlasing periods, and all 
were along the Missouri River in Da-
kota, Sarpy, and Otoe counties (Moll-
hoff, 2001). Four nests of this species 
were reported during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed in 
Lancaster and Otoe counties (Mollhoff, 
2016) as compared with confirmed 
nestings in three blocks of Thurston, 
Sarpy, and Otoe counties during the 
first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species had a survey-wide popu-
lation increase (0.98% annually) in 
that period.

Cassin’s Vireo 
Vireo cassinii
This western species is a regular fall 
migrant in western Nebraska. Until 
the taxonomic splitting of this form 
from the blue-headed vireo (formerly 
constituting the solitary vireo), there 
was little information on this spe-
cies in Nebraska. Besides two speci-
men records, there have been many 
fall sightings in the Panhandle be-
tween August 24 and September 21. 
Perhaps this represents a somewhat 
earlier migration than that typical of 
the blue-headed vireo (Nebraska Bird 
Review 65:173). It was also reported 
May 16–17, 1998. Many of the records 
are from Oliver Reservoir. As of 2016 
there were still only four spring re-
cords, from May 14 to June 1 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 84:76). The near-
est breeding area of this species is in 
western Montana.
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Blue-headed Vireo 
Vireo solitarius
This boreal and eastern species is an 
uncommon spring and fall migrant in 
eastern Nebraska. It breeds in Minne-
sota, and migrants occur throughout 
the Plains states.

Migration: Seventy-seven initial 
spring sightings (for the originally 
constituted solitary vireo) range from 
April 18 to June 10, with a median of 
May 9. Half of the records fall within 
the period May 3–16. Fourteen final 
spring sightings range from May 7 to 
June 7, with a median of May 18. Eigh-
teen initial fall sightings range from 
July 22 to October 6, with a median 
of September 11. Half of the records 
fall within the period September 3–16. 
Twenty final fall sightings are from 
September 22 to November 3, with a 
median of October 1. It is possible that 
this form migrates through Nebraska 
somewhat later in fall than does the 
plumbeous vireo (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 65:173).

Habitats: Migrating birds oc-
cupy riverbottom cottonwood forests 
and other deciduous wooded habi-
tats, where the birds usually forage 
among the larger branches. It breeds 
in swampy coniferous forests.

Comments: This once-called “soli-
tary vireo” is notable for its very con-
spicuous white eye-ring; I liked to 
think it needed large eyeglasses as a 
result of too much “solitary” reading. 
Its song consists of repeated two- to 
six-note phrases. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species had a survey-wide 
population increase (2.86% annually) 
during that period.

Plumbeous Vireo 
Vireo plumbeus
This western species is a rare breeder 
in the Pine Ridge region, especially 
in the canyons of Sioux, Dawes, and 
Sheridan County. It also breeds in 
South Dakota’s Black Hills.

Migration: Little Nebraska mi-
gration data exists for this rather 
recently recognized species (see 
Condor 97:903–919). The few avail-
able fall dates are for September.  
Rosche (1982) gives the dates of the 
Pine Ridge nesting population of the 
“solitary vireo” as May 21 to Sep-
tember 17. In Kansas a few spring 
dates are from May 3 to 12, and the 
fall dates are from September 3 to 30 
(Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: While breeding, pine for-
ests and scrubby oak woodlands are 
favored habitats in the Black Hills 
and Colorado. One nest of this spe-
cies was reported during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in three survey blocks of 
Sioux and Dawes counties (Mollhoff, 
2016); nesting was also confirmed in 
three blocks of Sioux and Dawes coun-
ties during the first survey (Mollhoff, 
2001).

Comments: Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(2.44% annually) during that period.

Philadelphia Vireo 
Vireo philadelphicus
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
west to at least Garden County. Breed-
ing occurs in northern Minnesota and 
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adjacent North Dakota, and migrants 
are widespread in the eastern half of 
the Plains states region.

Migration: Fifty-two initial spring 
sightings range from April 23 to June 
4, with a median of May 13. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
5–19. Eleven final spring sightings are 
from May 10 to June 10, with a median 
of May 24. Thirteen initial fall sight-
ings range from July 30 to Septem-
ber 25, with a median of August 25. 
Twelve final fall sightings are from 
September 1 to October 21, with a me-
dian of September 21.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with open second-growth woodlands, 
old burned-over wooded areas and 
clearings, and streamside or lakeside 
thickets.

Comments: Like the red-eyed vireo, 
this species lacks wing-bars and has a 
striped head. Its song is also similar; 
both species sing extended songs con-
sisting of short sing-song phrases sep-
arated by brief pauses.

Warbling Vireo 
Vireo gilvus
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide, and a common 
summer resident almost throughout 
the state, extending west to the Pine 
Ridge region, throughout the Sandhills 
in suitable habitats, and to the Colo-
rado and Wyoming borders in proba-
bly all the adjoining counties.

Migration: The range of 112 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 30 
to June 10, with a median of May 8. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 1–14. Seventy-nine final fall 
sightings range from July 26 to Octo-
ber 4, with a median of September 9. 

Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 30 to September 16.

Habitats: During the summer this 
species occurs in open stands of de-
ciduous trees, including streamside 
vegetation, groves, scrubby hillsides, 
and residential areas. Tall streamside 
trees such as cottonwoods are favored 
nesting sites. No nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, although nesting was con-
firmed in 24 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in 30 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Usually foraging high 
in the treetop canopies of tall hard-
wood trees, the warbling vireo made 
my students hate to try to identify 
this species—until I told them that 
its song is easily learned if they sim-
ply remember it is saying in a syn-
copated manner, Let’s go down to 
the corner and buy us a beer! From 
then on they rarely misidentified this 
bird. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population increase (0.85% an-
nually) during that period, and an 
estimated 1.2% annual rate of in-
crease in Nebraska.

Red-eyed Vireo 
Vireo olivaceus
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide, and a common 
summer resident in wooded regions 
of eastern Nebraska, locally extending 
west to at least Sioux (White River), 
Sheridan (Niobrara River), Thomas 
(Bessey Unit, Nebraska National For-
est), Scotts Bluff (North Platte River), 
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Keith (South Platte River), and Hitch-
cock (Republican River) counties.

Migration: The range of 129 initial 
spring sightings is from March 20 to 
June 10, with a median of May 14. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 9–22. Eighty final fall sightings 
range from July 23 to October 20, with 
a median of September 7. Half of the 
records fall within the period August 
25 to September 5.

Habitats: While in Nebraska these 
birds are usually found in deciduous 
forests, especially those with rather 
open canopies and fairly large trees. 
One nest of this species was reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 24 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 11 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The red-eyed vireo is 
one of the commonest breeding vir-
eos in eastern Nebraska. As with 
many vireos, its song consists of short 
phrases that alternately end on as-
cending and descending notes, as if 
the bird were asking a question and 
then immediately answering it, as 
in, You got any eggs? I didn’t get any 
eggs. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population increase (0.75% an-
nually) during that period, and an 
estimated 3.17% rate of annual in-
crease in Nebraska.

ı

Family Corvidae  
(Crows, Jays, and Magpies)

Gray Jay 
Perisoreus canadensis
This species is an extremely rare win-
ter visitor or vagrant. There are early 
records from Belmont (presumably 
Dawes County) and Monroe Canyon 
(Dawes County). It has also been re-
ported from Sioux, Cuming, and Doug-
las counties, usually during winter 
and spring months. These birds pre-
sumably originate from the Black 
Hills, where the species breeds com-
monly.

Migration: This species has been 
observed from November 12 to April 
(no date), but almost no specific dates 
are available.

Habitats: Associated throughout 
the year with coniferous or mixed for-
ests.

Comments: Like other jays this is 
an inquisitive and bold bird, often act-
ing as a “camp robber” at protected 
sites such as parks, stealing bits of 
food that it is able to carry off and 
perhaps cache for later consumption.

Pinyon Jay 
Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus
This species is an uncommon to rare 
permanent resident of the Pine Ridge 
region (Sioux, Scotts Bluff, and prob-
ably Sheridan and Morrill counties). 
Vagrants may appear elsewhere in the 
state during winter months. Breeding 
was not documented in the state (in 
the Pine Ridge region) until 1999.

Migration: The pinyon jay is prob-
ably a permanent resident in north-
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western Nebraska. Vagrants some-
times appear in other parts of the 
state during late winter or spring.

Habitats: In the Black Hills, and 
probably also in the Pine Ridge re-
gion, this species is found in pine for-
ests where the soil is fairly dry and 
the trees are small and scattered. No 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, al-
though nesting was confirmed in four 
survey blocks of Sioux, Dawes, and 
Morrill counties (Mollhoff, 2016), as 
compared with confirmed nestings 
in two Sioux and Scotts Bluff County 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The pinyon jay is an-
other of the attractive members of the 
corvid family, which calls with rau-
cous notes and tends to cache food. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (3.69% annually) 
during that period.

Steller’s Jay 
Cyanocitta stelleri
This Rocky Mountain species is a rare 
vagrant. It has most often been seen in 
western parts of the state, but in ad-
dition to sightings in Scotts Bluff and 
Sioux counties, it has been seen in at 
least Keith, Lincoln, Logan, and Lan-
caster counties as well. It is also a va-
grant in South Dakota, Oklahoma, and 
Kansas. As of 2012 there were about 
30 state records (Nebraska Bird Review 
80:145). The nearest breeding area of 
this species is in eastern Wyoming.

Migration: This species has been 
observed from October 6 to April 30, 

with a few records each for Novem-
ber, December, January, and April.

Habitats: Throughout most of the 
year this species is associated with 
montane coniferous or mixed forests 
and woodlands, but sometimes flocks 
or individuals move to city edges and 
feeding stations during the fall and 
winter.

Comments: Steller’s jays are bold 
and brassy birds of the American 
West. In a few regions they overlap 
with blue jays and have been known 
to hybridize with them rarely.

Blue Jay 
Cyanocitta cristata
This species is a common permanent 
resident statewide, although some-
what less common in western Ne-
braska than in eastern parts of the 
state. It is also a resident almost 
throughout the Plains states, except 
the extreme southwestern portions.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is widely distributed in for-
ests, parks, suburbs, cities, and almost 
anywhere a combination of trees and 
grasslands occur. It is somewhat more 
adapted to city life than is the Stell-
er’s jay. Nesting was confirmed in 56 
survey blocks during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 80 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: This familiar bird of 
cities and countryside is a noisy and 
sometimes annoying bird, as it will 
often steal eggs from the nests of 
smaller songbirds. However, its thief 
call warns all within range of pos-
sible danger, and it also effectively 
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mimics the alarm calls of red-shoul-
dered and red-tailed hawks. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.66% annually) during that 
period, and an estimated 1.29% rate 
of annual decline in Nebraska. This re-
duction is probably the result of West 
Nile disease during the early 2000s.

(Western Scrub-Jay) 
Aphelocoma woodhouseii
Hypothetical. Some early questionable 
references to this species exist from 
western Nebraska, but these have 
been generally discounted. A sight re-
port of came from Bull Canyon, Ban-
ner County, very close to the Wyoming 
border (Nebraska Bird Review 48:89). 
The western scrub-jay is resident in 
eastern Colorado, New Mexico, and 
adjacent Oklahoma, and has wandered 
to central Kansas.

Clark’s Nutcracker 
Nucifraga columbiana
This species is a vagrant and an ex-
tremely rare breeder in Nebraska, 
with most records from the Pine Ridge 
region, but it has been reported as far 
east as Douglas and Cass counties. It 
bred in Sowbelly Canyon near Harri-
son in 1987, which was the only con-
firmed breeding during early atlas-
ing years (Mollhoff, 2001). No nests 
of this species were reported dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, but there 
was one probable breeding in Sioux 
County (Mollhoff, 2016). By 2005 
there were three state breeding re-
cords (Nebraska Bird Review 73:58), 
but the nearest regular breeding area 

of this species is in eastern Wyoming.
Migration: This species is an ir-

regular vagrant, with records extend-
ing from September 4 to November 
9, and from March 2 to June 25, with 
the largest number of records for Sep-
tember.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is normally associated with 
montane coniferous forests, but win-
tering birds might appear almost any-
where.

Comments: The learning and mem-
ory abilities of these birds, which of-
ten cache hundreds or even thousands 
of seeds for months, and then are able 
to locate them accurately, is simply 
amazing. Although rare in Nebraska, 
they are typical birds in the high 
mountains of Colorado, where they 
depend on the cached seeds of limber 
and whitebark pines for winter sur-
vival. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population decline (0.26% annu-
ally) during that period.

Black-billed Magpie 
Pica hudsonia
This species is an increasingly uncom-
mon to rare permanent resident in 
western Nebraska and is now largely 
limited to the Panhandle region. It 
breeds widely in the Plains states, 
from North Dakota south to Kansas 
and extreme northern New Mexico.

Habitats: Throughout the year the 
species normally frequents wooded 
canyons and riverbottom forests and 
forest edges but ranges out into more 
arid environments wherever there are 
thickets of shrubs or small trees that 
provide nest sites. During the second 
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atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project nesting was confirmed in 
26 survey blocks, but the species was 
found in only 8% of the 443 blocks 
studied during the first atlas surveys, 
far fewer than the 34% found during 
the first survey (Nebraska Bird Review 
81:79–86; Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: Magpies are wide-
spread and highly adaptable birds that 
histocially seem to have been rather 
rigidly limited to regions west of 
Grand Island. Their large stick nests, 
usually placed in low trees, are a cer-
tain indicator of breeding pairs in the 
area. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (0.49% 
annually) during that period, and a 
frightening 9.43% rate of annual de-
cline in Nebraska, following a West 
Nile outbreak that started in 2002. 
By 2016 the species’ only remaining 
stronghold in the state had become 
limited to the region from the Pan-
handle east to about Keith and Lin-
coln counties (Nebraska Bird Review 
84:76).

American Crow 
Corvus brachyrhynchos
This species is a common to abundant 
spring and fall migrant statewide, and 
a common summer resident. Num-
bers are greatly increased in winter 
by migrants from farther north, so 
the species is present throughout the 
year. Breeding occurs over most of the 
Plains states excepting the southwest-
ern portions, and the species is a mi-
grant throughout.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species occurs in a wide variety of 

forests, wooded riverbottoms, sub-
urban areas, orchards, parks, and 
woodlots. During the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, nesting was confirmed in 41 sur-
vey blocks. The species was found in 
64% of the 443 blocks studied dur-
ing the first atlas surveys, compared 
with 65% of 557 blocks in the second 
survey (Mollhoff, 2016), suggesting a 
now-stable population that has recov-
ered from the West Nile pandemic of 
the early 2000s.

Comments: The ubiquitous crow 
has in recent decades become more 
adapted to cities, where it gains some 
safety from great horned owls and 
perhaps large hawks. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.15% annually) during that 
period, and an estimated 0.84% rate 
of annual decline in Nebraska.

Fish Crow 
Corvus ossifragus
Accidental. This southeastern spe-
cies was observed on several occa-
sions from May 29 to August 8, 2009, 
along the lower Platte and Missouri 
Rivers (Nebraska Bird Review 77:60, 
155–159). The nearest breeding area 
of the fish crow is in eastern Missouri.

Chihuahuan Raven 
Corvus cryptoleucus
This southwestern species was previ-
ously an uncommon or local resident 
in Adams and Kearney counties; now 
perhaps it is extirpated. There is an 
old nesting record for Dundy County 
(Nebraska Bird Review 45:16) and a 
possible nest of this species (or per-
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haps that of an American crow) from 
the Grand Island region for the same 
period (Nebraska Bird Review 44:38–
39). There have been scattered reports 
of vagrants elsewhere in the state, but 
the current status of this species in 
the state remains very doubtful. Reg-
ular breeding occurs from southwest-
ern Kansas and eastern Colorado 
southward, where it is a permanent 
resident.

Migration: Too few dates are avail-
able for an analysis. Six spring sight-
ings range from January 1 to June 6, 
with no obvious clustering of dates.

Habitats: The usual breeding hab-
itat consists of open and arid grass-
lands, with scattered trees, telephone 
poles, or windmills for nest sites. It 
is generally not associated with river 
valleys or heavily forested areas.

Comments: This species once was 
called the “white-necked raven,” but 
the white bases of the neck feathers 
are rarely visible. It is only slightly 
larger than the American crow and 
has a slightly higher-pitched voice.

Common Raven 
Corvus corax
Extirpated, or nearly so. Ravens pre-
viously occurred and probably bred in 
western parts of the state but were 
extirpated before 1900, probably not 
log after the last of the bison herds 
had been eliminated and their car-
casses were no longer available. Re-
cent sightings attributed to this spe-
cies include two for Scotts Bluff 
County and one each for Adams and 
Douglas counties, all between March 
31 and May 26. Similarities to the Chi-
huahuan raven make such sightings 
suspect, but the species does occur in 

the eastern plains of Colorado during 
winter months. Other recent sight-
ings have been made in the Sandhills 
region (Nebraska Bird Review 75:111) 
and at North Platte (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 85:14).

Habitats: This species is associated 
with open plains, canyons, and forests 
throughout the year.

Comments: Perhaps the common 
raven will one day return as a breeder 
to western Nebraska, but the egg- and 
chick-eating tendencies of these birds 
make them a threat to many other 
species, and so its absence is not a 
great loss. In recent years there have 
been several probable state sightings 
of ravens but no hard evidence. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide pop-
ulation increase (2.4% annually) dur-
ing that period.

B

Family Alaudidae 
(Larks)

Horned Lark 
Eremophila alpestris
This widespread, open-country spe-
cies is a common to abundant spring 
and fall migrant and summer resident 
statewide, and a common winter vis-
itor as well. Several subspecies are 
present in the state at various times 
of the year. It breeds in or migrates 
through the entire Great Plains.
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Habitats: A variety of low-stature 
open habitats are used by this species 
throughout the year, but in Nebraska it 
is mostly found in natural grasslands 
and cultivated fields. The sparse grass-
lands of the Sandhills are probably a 
nearly optimum habitat. Three nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 132 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 102 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Probably few if any 
other species of songbird is as common 
as the horned lark in the Nebraska 
Sandhills, although the coloration of 
the birds matches their substrate so 
well that they are usually overlooked 
until they fly, when their mostly black 
tails become apparent. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population decline 
(2.46% annually) during that period, 
and an estimated 0.47% rate of annual 
decline in Nebraska.

B

Family Hirundinidae 
(Swallows)

Purple Martin 
Progne subis
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident 
throughout most of Nebraska, with 

the western limits being generally 
east of a line from eastern Cherry 
County through Dundy County. The 
range may still be expanding west, but 
Ogallala, Lewellen, and Crescent Lake 
represent the species’ approximate 
current western limits. It breeds in 
the eastern parts of the Plains states, 
from North Dakota south to Texas.

Migration: The range of 143 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 8 
to June 5, with a median of April 10. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod March 27 to April 15. The range 
of 101 final fall sightings is from July 
22 to October 15, with a median of Au-
gust 30. Half of the records fall within 
the period August 20 to September 15.

Habitats: The purple martin is 
widespread in urban, suburban, and 
rural habitats, usually fairly near wa-
ter and always where suitable nesting 
cavities are available. Typically these 
are in birdhouses, but the birds some-
times also nest in clusters of gourds 
or even in unused woodpecker holes 
or crevices in old buildings. No nests 
of this species were examined dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, although 
nesting was confirmed in 26 survey 
blocks west to Garden County (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 21 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Purple martins are so-
ciable nesters that readily accept mar-
tin houses, although it is necessary to 
keep house sparrows from confiscat-
ing such locations before the mar-
tins arrive in mid-April. The houses 
must also be placed fairly high, in ob-
stacle-free locations, if they are to be 
used by the birds. Breeding Bird Sur-
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veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population de-
cline (0.91% annually) during that pe-
riod, and an estimated 2.94% annual 
rate of decline in Nebraska.

Tree Swallow 
Tachycineta bicolor
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, and 
a common summer resident in the 
forested valley of the Missouri River, 
extending locally westward as far as 
Dawes County in the Niobrara Val-
ley, the Wyoming border in the North 
Platte Valley, and Colorado in the Re-
publican Valley. It also breeds in the 
Dakotas, Minnesota, Iowa, and Mis-
souri and migrates throughout the 
Plains states.

Migration: The range of 86 initial 
spring sightings is from March 20 to 
June 8, with a median of April 29. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 14 to May 11. Twenty-eight final 
fall sightings are from July 25 to Oc-
tober 27, with a median of September 
17. Half of the records fall within the 
period August 26 to October 7.

Habitats: During summer this spe-
cies occurs in open woodlands, usu-
ally fairly close to water. Woodpecker 
holes in dead trees, especially as-
pens and willows, are favorite nest-
ing sites. Forty-five nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 128 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in 25 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Tree swallows have 

benefited from the bluebird nest-box 
program in Nebraska and elsewhere, 
and have expanded their breeding 
range in the state accordingly. Their 
nests are always lined with feath-
ers, unlike those of bluebirds, and the 
swallows are as much of a delight to 
have on one’s property as are blue-
birds. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population decline (1.38% an-
nually) during that period, versus an 
estimated and highly questionable 
(based on 32 survey routes) 11.76% 
annual rate of increase in Nebraska.

Violet-green Swallow 
Tachycineta thalassina
This species is a local but common 
spring and fall migrant and summer 
resident in western Nebraska, includ-
ing the Pine Ridge region, the Wild-
cat Hills, and the Scottsbluff region, 
with confirmed breedings during the 
atlasing years in Sioux, Dawes, Scotts 
Bluff, and Morrill counties (Mollhoff, 
2016). Vagrants have appeared east 
to Perkins and Cuming counties dur-
ing migration. It also breeds in west-
ern South Dakota and has bred at least 
once in western Kansas.

Migration: Thirty-eight initial 
spring sightings range from April 17 
to June 10, with a median of May 13. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 5–19. Four final fall sight-
ings are from August 20 to September 
5, with a mean of August 27.

Habitats: During summer, this 
species is found in open forests such 
as ponderosa pine forests or poplar 
woodlands, but sometimes also ur-
ban areas, where it occasionally nests 



200

N O RT H E R N RO U G H-W I N G E D S WA L L O W H I RU N D I N I DA E

in birdhouses. Old woodpecker holes 
are the usual nesting sites in forested 
areas. No nests of this species were 
examined during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, although nesting was 
confirmed in seven survey blocks of 
Sioux, Dawes, Scotts Bluff, and Mor-
rill counties (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in two 
Scotts Bluff County blocks during the 
first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Violet-green swallows 
are close relatives of tree swallows 
but perhaps are even more attractive. 
The “racing stripe” white markings 
on their upper tail-coverts seem to 
be a perfect decorative touch to their 
plumage and allow for easy identifica-
tion. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population decline (0.66% an-
nually) during that period.

Northern Rough-winged Swallow 
Stelgidopteryx serripennis
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident 
throughout Nebraska. It breeds in 
and migrates through virtually all the 
Plains states.

Migration: The range of 136 initial 
spring sightings is from March 2 to 
May 29, with a median of April 28. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 18 to May 6. Seventy-two 
final fall sightings are from July 21 to 
October 15, with a median of Septem-
ber 3. Half of the records fall within 
the period August 23 to September 15.

Habitats: This is an open-coun-
try swallow species, often found near 
rivers or creeks having exposed ver-

tical banks of clay or other materials 
that can be excavated to provide nest 
sites. Unlike the colonial bank swal-
low, this species is a solitary nester. 
Fifty nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, 
and nesting was confirmed in 242 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 87 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Rough-winged swal-
lows are among the most common 
swallows in eastern Nebraska, espe-
cially near streams that have steep-
sided mud banks. They also nest in 
natural cavities in rocky outcrops, al-
though perhaps less frequently, and 
even horizontal drainpipes. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.53% annually) during that 
period, versus a statistically ques-
tionable estimate (based on 46 sur-
vey routes) of a 1.57% rate of increase 
in Nebraska.

Bank Swallow 
Riparia riparia
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant in eastern Nebraska and 
a summer resident almost statewide 
but less frequently in western regions. 
It also breeds throughout most of the 
Plains states south to northeastern 
Kansas and is a regular migrant far-
ther south.

Migration: The range of 104 initial 
spring sightings is from March 20 to 
June 8, with a median of May 6. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 28 to May 6. Sixty-five final fall 
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sightings range from July 31 to Octo-
ber 29, with a median of September 8. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 23 to September 15.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species occurs in a variety of open 
habitats, especially grasslands and 
croplands, but is typically found near 
water. Bank swallows are dependent 
on suitable potential nest sites in the 
form of vertical banks of clay, sand, 
or gravel that can be excavated by the 
birds. Thirty-nine nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 55 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016), as compared with confirmed 
nestings in 39 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Bank swallows are local 
nesters in the state, requiring rather 
large areas of barren but stable road 
cuts to support a breeding colony. The 
nearly vertical loess banks that are 
common beside roads in the Missouri 
Valley provide a perfect nesting sit-
uation for these birds. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population 
decline (5.33% annually) during that 
period, and an estimated 1.2% rate of 
annual decline in Nebraska.

Cliff Swallow 
Petrochelidon pyrrhonota
This species is a common to abundant 
spring and fall migrant and summer 
resident statewide. It also breeds in 
or migrates through the entire Plains 
region.

Migration: The range of 125 initial 
spring sightings is from March 22 to 

June 10, with a median of April 28. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 29 to May 18. The range of 
101 final fall sightings is from July 
22 to October 30, with a median of 
September 4. Half of the records fall 
within the period August 20 to Sep-
tember 15.

Habitats: This species occurs over 
open areas of farmlands, towns, near 
cliffs, around bridges, and in other ar-
eas where mud supplies and potential 
nest sites exist on vertical and over-
hanging surfaces. Cliff swallows are 
highly colonial and often nest in the 
same location year after year. Fifty 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 242 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 136 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Few if any locations in 
America support larger numbers of 
cliff swallows than the bridges, cul-
verts, and similar structures of the 
central and western Platte Valley. 
Breeding colonies supporting up to 
several thousand nests are present in 
some locations, and the numbers of 
mosquitoes, midges, and similar aerial 
insects that are consumed in a sum-
mer must be astronomical. Charles 
Brown and Mary Bomberger Brown 
and their colleagues have extensively 
researched this species in the Platte 
Valley (Brown & Brown, 1992, 1996; 
Brown et al., 2017). Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population in-
crease (0.72% annually) during that 
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period, and a 3.95% rate of annual in-
crease in Nebraska.

Cave Swallow 
Petrochelidon fulva
Accidental; five records have accrued 
through 2013. Two birds were caught 
and banded in Keith County on May 
31, 1991, and June 26, 1995; the spe-
cies was also reported there July 1, 
1988, and July 8, 2003 (Brown et al., 
1996; Brown, Dinsmore, & Brown, 
2012), as well as at Harvard Wa-
terfowl Production Area on July 20, 
2013 (Nebraska Bird Review 81:115). 
On June 12, 2014, a hybrid male cave 
× barn swallow was discovered at 
a barn swallow nest near Roscoe, 
Keith County. The nest, and others of 
the colony, apparently failed, and all 
were abandoned by early July (Brown 
& Page, 2015). The nearest breeding 
area of this species is in northern 
Texas.

Barn Swallow 
Hirundo rustica
This species is an abundant spring 
and fall migrant and summer resi-
dent statewide. Judging from migra-
tion and breeding records, it might 
be the most common of the Nebraska 
swallows. It breeds in and migrates 
through the entire Plains region.

Migration: The range of 155 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 
9 to June 10, with a median of April 
23. Half of the records fall within the 
period April 18–30. The range of 119 
final fall sightings is from August 5 
to October 6, with a median of Sep-
tember 30. Half of the records fall be-
tween September 19 and October 6.

Habitats: Extremely widespread 
during the summer, this species occu-
pies open forests, farmlands, suburbs, 
and rural areas, usually nesting on or 
inside buildings that have horizon-
tal beams available for nesting sites. 
Typically colonial, it sometimes nests 
near or among cliff swallows. Twenty-
eight nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, and nesting was confirmed in 277 
survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). Fifty 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 242 sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in 342 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The barn swallow is 
one of the most familiar of our swal-
lows, and few farms in the state lack 
at least one pair of these graceful 
birds. Sometimes they will also nest 
in urban areas, often choosing porch 
eaves or carports for nest sites. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation decline (1.19% annually) during 
that period, and an estimated 0.25% 
rate of annual decline in Nebraska.

8
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Family Paridae 
(Chickadees and Titmice)

(Carolina Chickadee) 
Poecile carolinensis
Hypothetical. Specimens identified 
as this species were captured in Fon-
tenelle Forest, Sarpy County, in July 
1974 after the species had been heard 
in the forest (Nebraska Bird Review 
42:57). Its song is higher in pitch 
and faster than that of the very simi-
lar black-capped chickadee. These re-
cords were not accepted by the NOU 
Records Committee (1997). The spe-
cies’ nearest breeding area is the 
southern third of Kansas.

Black-capped Chickadee 
Poecile atricapillus
This species is a common permanent 
resident statewide. The population 
increases during winter months with 
the arrival of migrants from farther 
north. It was also breeds widely in the 
Plains states south to southern Kansas 
and occurs as a migrant slightly far-
ther south.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is found in deciduous and co-
niferous forests as well as in orchards 
and woodlots. Nesting often occurs in 
edge situations or open areas of for-
ests, but during the winter period 
the birds frequently appear at resi-
dential feeding stations, especially 
where suet is available. No nest cav-
ities of this species were examined 
during the first atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, although 
nesting was confirmed in 108 survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2001). Fifty nests of 

this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 242 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016), as compared with con-
firmed nestings in 108 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Nearly everybody 
knows the chickadee by both voice 
and appearance, as it is a regular vis-
itor at feeding stations. It is a very 
hardy little bird, able to survive sub-
zero temperatures for long peri-
ods. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population increase (0.61% an-
nually) during that period, versus an 
estimated average annual decline of 
2.14% in Nebraska.

Mountain Chickadee 
Poecile gambeli
This species is an extremely rare win-
ter visitor in western Nebraska. It has 
been reported at least eleven times in 
Scotts Bluff County, and one or more 
times in Lincoln, Dawson, and Sioux 
counties. It has also been observed in 
western South Dakota, southwestern 
Kansas, and northwestern Oklahoma.

Migration: Records for this rare 
winter vagrant extend from October 5 
to May 23. Most records are for Octo-
ber (5), November (4) and December 
(4), followed by February and April 
with two each.

Habitats: The mountain chicka-
dee is normally associated with mon-
tane coniferous forests throughout the 
year, but winter vagrants may appear 
at residential feeding stations.

Comments: This species tends to 
replace the black-capped in conifer-
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ous forests, but they are very similar 
in size and behavior. Its whistled fee-
bee call is extended to three or four 
notes that descend in pitch. The near-
est breeding area of this species is in 
eastern Wyoming.

(Boreal Chickadee) 
Poecile hudsonicus
Hypothetical. A single individual was 
observed during the winter of 1972–
73 in Lancaster County (Nebraska 
Bird Review 41:43). It has also been 
reported a few times in South Dakota 
and North Dakota. The boreal chick-
adee breeds in northern Minnesota.

Tufted Titmouse 
Baeolophus bicolor
This species is a common permanent 
resident in eastern Nebraska, with 
breeding largely limited to the Mis-
souri River’s forested valley, north 
probably to the South Dakota border 
(it breeds in adjacent South Dakota), 
and west in southern Nebraska prob-
ably to Saline and Thayer counties. 
During the atlasing years no birds 
were reported north of Washington 
County. It breeds from Iowa south-
ward through Missouri and eastern 
Kansas to Oklahoma and Texas.

Habitats: Throughout most of its 
range, this species is generally found 
in coniferous or deciduous forests, or-
chards, woodlots, and suburban areas. 
At the edge of its range in Nebraska 
it is confined to bottomland decid-
uous forest. No nest cavities of this 
species were examined during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, although nest-
ing was confirmed in eight survey 

blocks from Douglas to Richardson 
counties (Mollhoff, 2016), Likewise, 
no nests of this species were exam-
ined during the second atlasing period 
of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, but 
nesting was confirmed in eight sur-
vey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016), as com-
pared with confirmed nestings in four 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The loud Peter, Pe-
ter, Peter call of this species is a cer-
tain indication of the presence of 
tufted titmice in an area, long before 
the bird is usually visible. Near Lin-
coln it is mostly limited to the ma-
ture forests of Wilderness Park, but it 
is more common along the Missouri 
Valley. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies had a survey-wide population in-
crease (1.08% annually) during that 
period, and a statistically unreliable 
estimate (based on only four survey 
routes) of an annual decline of 0.66% 
in Nebraska.

ı
Family Sittidae 
(Nuthatches)

Red-breasted Nuthatch 
Sitta canadensis
This species is a common winter vis-
itor in the Pine Ridge region; it is 
generally uncommon elsewhere in 
the state. There is a 1980 nesting re-
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cord for the Nebraska National For-
est, Cherry County, and nestings are 
probable east along the Niobrara Val-
ley to Rock County. During the atlas-
ing years, confirmed nestings were 
reported from Sioux, Cherry, Blaine, 
Boyd, and Scotts Bluff counties (Moll-
hoff, 2001, 2016). The red-breasted 
nuthatch also breeds in the Black Hills 
and occurs as a migrant throughout 
the Plains states.

Migration: Seventy-two initial fall 
sightings range from August 10 to De-
cember 31, with a median of October 
9. Half of the records fall within the 
period September 18 to October 17. 
Thirty-nine final spring sightings 
are from January 4 to June 8, with 
a median of April 3. Half of the re-
cords fall within the period March 3 
to April 23.

Habitats: Except for the northern 
Panhandle, where the species proba-
bly breeds in coniferous forests, this 
bird is likely to be found in conifer 
plantations, in mixed woodlands, and 
sometimes at feeding stations during 
winter. No nest cavities of this spe-
cies were examined during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, although nesting 
was confirmed in eight survey blocks 
of Sioux, Cherry, Thomas, and Blaine 
counties (Mollhoff, 2016) Nesting in 
the Niobrara Valley occurs east to the 
Niobrara Valley Preserve (Nebraska 
Bird Review 83:119). By compari-
son, there were confirmed nestings 
in four blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Over most of Nebraska 
this species is a winter visitor, espe-
cially around coniferous plantings. Its 

voice is similar to that of the white-
breasted nuthatch, but the notes are 
more rapid and higher in pitch.

White-breasted Nuthatch 
Sitta carolinensis
This species is an uncommon perma-
nent resident in eastern Nebraska, 
breeding in wooded habitats locally 
as far west as the Pine Ridge region 
in the Niobrara Valley and to at least 
Morrill County in the North Platte 
Valley. It also breeds widely in other 
Plains states, mainly in the eastern 
portions but west locally to the Black 
Hills.

Habitats: In Nebraska this species 
is generally associated with fairly 
mature floodplain forests during the 
breeding season, while during the rest 
of the year it is more widespread and 
often visits residential feeding sta-
tions, especially where suet is pro-
vided. One nest of this species was 
reported during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed 
in 39 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). 
By comparison there were confirmed 
nestings in 22 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The long, sharp beak 
of nuthatches adapts them to prob-
ing in the crevices of tree bark, feed-
ing on some of the same insects that 
woodpeckers consume. The distinc-
tive voice of this species is like a toy 
trumpet or the bleating of a miniature 
sheep. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population increase (1.71% annually) 
during that period.



206

S I T T I DA EP YG M Y N U T H AT C H

Pygmy Nuthatch 
Sitta pygmaea
This species is a local but regu-
lar permanent resident of the Pine 
Ridge region and Wildcat Hills. A sin-
gle nesting record had existed for 
Sioux County (Nebraska Bird Review 
40:70) until studies proved it to also 
be nesting in Dawes, Sioux, and Sher-
idan counties (Nebraska Bird Review 
65:150–158). In the Wildcat Hills, 
Scotts Bluff County nesting was first 
fully documented in 1996; proba-
bly it occurs throughout the Wildcat 
Hills (Nebraska Bird Review 84:77). It 
also probably nests in Banner County 
(American Birds 50:296–300; Moll-
hoff, 2001) and the McKelvie unit of 
the Nebraska National Forest, Cherry 
County (Mollhoff, 2016). Vagrants 
sometimes appear east to Lancaster 
County. It is a permanent resident of 
the Black Hills.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is generally associated with 
ponderosa pines, especially those 
growing in open, parklike situations. 
In the winter, vagrants may appear 
along cottonwood-lined rivers, often 
in small flocks. One nest of this spe-
cies was reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 18 survey blocks east to 
Sheridan County (Mollhoff, 2016). By 
comparison, there was one confirmed 
nesting in a Dawes County block dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001). 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (0.43% annually) 
during that period.

Comments: Pygmy nuthatches are 
tiny nuthatches that feed in the same 
manner as the larger species, and 
they have a voice that is even higher 
pitched and the notes more rapid than 
that of the red-breasted nuthatch. 
There are only a few definite nest re-
cords for the state, for at least Sioux, 
Dawes, Sheridan, Scotts Bluff, and 
Banner counties, plus probable nest-
ing in Cherry County.

Brown-headed Nuthatch 
Sitta pusilla
Accidental. Two adults were seen and 
photographed at Holmes Lake Park, 
Lincoln, during November 8, 2010, 
through mid-January, 2011 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 79:16, 136–138). The 
nearest breeding area of this species 
is in eastern Oklahoma.

ı
Family Certhiidae 

(Creepers)

Brown Creeper 
Certhia americana
This species is a common winter vis-
itor in eastern Nebraska and the Pine 
Ridge, less frequent elsewhere in the 
state. There are several early nesting 
records and two for 1975 and 1977 
in Sarpy County (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 43:80, 46:14). Two nests were 
found at Fontenelle Forest in 2016 
(Nebraska Bird Review 84:76). Nest-
ing has also been observed in the Pine 
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Ridge near Crawford, Dawes County 
(Nebraska Bird Review 72:157). The 
brown creeper breeds in the Black 
Hills and northern Minnesota and oc-
curs throughout the Plains states as a 
migrant or winter visitor.

Migration: Ninety-two initial fall 
sightings range from August 5 to De-
cember 30, with a median of October 
17. Half of the records fall within the 
period September 17 to October 17. 
Forty-four final spring sightings are 
from January 8 to May 29, with a me-
dian of March 22. Half of the records 
fall within the period March 3 to April 
23. In a few regions the species breeds 
and must be considered a permanent 
resident.

Habitats: While breeding, these 
birds are associated with fairly ma-
ture deciduous or coniferous forests, 
but in the winter the birds move to 
wooded streams, wooded parks, sub-
urbs, and the like. No nests of this 
species were reported during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, but nesting was 
confirmed in two survey blocks of 
Washington and Sarpy counties (Moll-
hoff, 2016).

Comments: This small and incon-
spicuous bark-hugging species virtu-
ally blends into its background when 
it is not moving. The nests are hidden 
behind loose bark and very difficult to 
locate, which accounts for the scanty 
nesting records.

ı

Family Troglodytidae 
(Wrens)

Rock Wren 
Salpinctes obsoletus
This wren is a common and conspicu-
ous spring and fall migrant in western 
Nebraska, becoming rare eastwardly, 
and a common summer resident in 
western regions, generally exclusive 
of the Sandhills, with local breeding 
as far east as Cherry, Custer, Lincoln, 
Hitchcock, and Red Willow counties. 
It also breeds from the western North 
Dakota southward through western 
South Dakota, western Kansas, and 
western Oklahoma.

Migration: Eighty-three initial 
spring sightings range from April 2 to 
June 9, with a median of May 2. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 22 to May 13. Thirty-three final 
fall sightings are from August 18 to 
October 29, with a median of Octo-
ber 27. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 17 to October 6. 
There are at least two December re-
cords (Nebraska Bird Review 85:15).

Habitats: In Nebraska this spe-
cies occurs on eroded slopes and bad-
lands, rocky outcrops, cliff walls, ta-
lus slopes, and similar generally arid 
environments. No nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, but nesting was confirmed 
in 15 survey blocks east to Red Willow 
County (Mollhoff, 2016). By compar-
ison there were confirmed nestings 
in 12 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).
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Comments: Rock wrens make their 
presence known by their loud trilling 
songs, which echo up and down the 
steep canyons they usually inhabit. 
The nests are well hidden in rock 
crevices, but their entrance is often 
lined with tiny pebbles.

Canyon Wren 
Catherpes mexicanus
Accidental. Individuals have been seen 
on two occasions in Dawes County 
(Nebraska Bird Review 42:16, 78), and 
it was also reported in Sioux and Knox 
counties. As of 2016 there had been 
five documented records, the fifth in 
Cherry County, October 28 to Decem-
ber 31, 2016 (Nebraska Bird Review 
84:172, 85:15). The species is an un-
common permanent resident in the 
Black Hills and Oklahoma and is very 
rare in southwestern Kansas.

House Wren 
Troglodytes aedon
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident 
throughout Nebraska, becoming abun-
dant in the Platte and Missouri Valley 
forests. It breeds widely in the Plains 
states, from North Dakota and Minne-
sota south to northern Oklahoma and 
northeastern New Mexico, and it oc-
curs farther south as a migrant.

Migration: The range of 136 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 
10 to May 24, with a median of April 
24. Half of the records fall within the 
period April 19 to May 2. The range 
of 131 final fall sightings is from July 
24 to October 22, with a median of 
September 26. Half of the records 
fall within the period September 10 
to October 7.

Habitats: Originally associated 
with deciduous forests and open 
woods, this species now is also 
adapted to the city and frequently 
nests in birdhouses. However, it is 
also abundant in riverbottom forests, 
cottonwood groves, and wooded hill-
sides or canyons. Eighteen nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 150 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings in 115 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: One of the worst mis-
takes bird lovers can make is to put 
up nest boxes in their backyard for 
house wrens. Their presence is likely 
to cause losses of all other cavity-
nesting birds, such as chickadees, tree 
swallows, and bluebirds, because of 
the predatory nature of house wren 
males on the eggs and chicks of other 
hole-nesting birds. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population in-
crease (0.26% annually) during that 
period.

Winter Wren 
Troglodytes troglodytes
This species is a spring and fall mi-
grant and winter resident, ranging 
from uncommon in eastern Nebraska 
(north to Washington and Colfax 
counties and west to Gage County) 
to rare in western regions. It breeds 
in northern Minnesota and occurs 
throughout the Plains states as a mi-
grant or winter visitor.

Migration: The range of 38 initial 
fall sightings is from August 30 to De-
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cember 26, with a median of October 
16. Half of the records fall within Jan-
uary 21 to May 29, with a median of 
April 13. Half of the records fall within 
the period April 5–23.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
inconspicuous species is usually found 
among dense ravine thickets along 
streams, but it sometimes also occurs 
in suburban gardens, parks, and other 
habitats.

Comments: This tiny but very beau-
tiful wren is too rarely seen in Ne-
braska, and its wonderfully loud and 
lilting song is probably never uttered 
here. In spite of its tiny size, this wren 
has somehow found its way to Asia 
and Europe, and has a larger breeding 
range than other single wren species.

Pacific Wren 
Troglodytes pacificus
Accidental. This recently described 
western counterpart species of the 
winter wren was netted and banded 
at Chadron State Park on September 
14, 2017, providing the first state re-
cord for Nebraska (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 78:144).

Sedge Wren 
Cistothorus platensis
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska 
and an occasional summer resident in 
the eastern third of the state, mostly 
east of a line from Knox to Gage coun-
ties but west to at least Hall County 
and perhaps to Lincoln County (Moll-
hoff, 2001, 2016). Elsewhere in the 
Plains states, it breeds from North 
Dakota and Minnesota southward to 
eastern Kansas and migrates through 
most of the region.

Migration: Twenty-five initial 
spring sightings range from April 
16 to June 3, with a median of May 
8. Half of the records fall within the 
period May 1–12. Seventeen final fall 
sightings are from July 29 to October 
22, with a median of September 28. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod September 11 to October 9. Many 
birds also seem to arrive in midsum-
mer and begin nesting at that time.

Habitats: In Nebraska and the 
northern plains, these birds breed in 
wet meadows, typically those domi-
nated by sedges and tall grasses, and 
less often in the emergent vegetation 
of marshes or retired croplands and 
hayfields. Four nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, and nesting was confirmed 
in four survey blocks west to Valley 
County (Mollhoff, 2016). By compari-
son there were confirmed nestings in 
two blocks of Hall and Boone coun-
ties during the first survey (Mollhoff, 
2001).

Comments: Sedge wrens are com-
mon breeders in southeastern Ne-
braska, where they arrive and begin 
to sing in early May. Then, in mid-
July or August a new song cycle be-
gins. Evidently these later singers are 
late-arriving birds, perhaps from far-
ther north where they may have been 
unsuccessful breeders (Nebraska Bird 
Review 84:126). A similar summer mi-
gration occurs in marsh wrens (Ne-
braska Bird Review 64:99).

Marsh Wren 
Cistothorus palustris
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide and a locally 
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common summer resident, mostly 
north of the Platte River with local 
or infrequent breeding south of the 
Platte in the Rainwater Basin (Ne-
braska Bird Review 39:47). It breeds 
from North Dakota and Minnesota 
south to Nebraska, with local breeding 
in Colorado, and it occurrs elsewhere 
as a migrant in the Plains states. Dif-
fering eastern and western song types 
occur in the state (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 82:128–130), the dividing line 
passing southeast through O’Neill ap-
proximately along the Elkhorn River 
valley (Nebraska Bird Review 64:99), 
or along the eastern edge of the Sand-
hills (Mollhoff, 2001). Birds sing-
ing the western song type have been 
heard east to Butler County (Nebraska 
Bird Review 82:64).

Migration: Seventy-eight initial 
spring sightings range from March 
13 to June 9, with a median of May 5. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 26 to May 15. Thirty-two fi-
nal fall sightings are from August 9 to 
November 22, with a median of Octo-
ber 2. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 8 to October 10.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son these birds are primarily found 
in freshwater marshes that have ex-
tensive tall emergent vegetation, such 
as bulrushes and cattails. They also 
nest along the banks of slowly flow-
ing brackish tidal marshes. Eighteen 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 21 survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). By compar-
ison there were confirmed nestings 
in 25 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The marsh wrens of 
Nebraska pose a problem in evolution, 
with two distinct song types occurring 
in the state, as noted. Perhaps the two 
types represent “sibling species” that 
seem to differ only in their vocaliza-
tions but act biologically as distinct 
species. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (1.71% 
annually) during that period.

Carolina Wren 
Thryothorus ludovicianus
This species is an uncommon perma-
nent resident in eastern Nebraska, 
extending locally to Knox, Lancaster, 
Cuming, and Nuckolls counties, and 
west along most of the Republican 
River valley to at least Red Willow 
County (Nebraska Bird Review 85:16). 
A remarkable confirmed nesting oc-
curred in Cherry County during the 
early atlasing years (Mollhoff, 2001). 
Vagrants have been seen west in the 
Platte Valley at least to North Platte. 
It is also resident in eastern Kansas, 
Oklahoma, and northern Texas.

Migration: Seventy-two initial 
spring sightings range from January 
1 to June 4, with a median of March 1. 
Nearly half occur in the month of Jan-
uary. Seven final fall sightings range 
from August 29 to December 31, with 
a mean of October 21. The data sug-
gest that the species is primarily a 
permanent resident within its limited 
Nebraska breeding range and is a va-
grant elsewhere.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son and probably also the rest of the 
year this species occupies riverbottom 
forests, forest edges, cutover forests, 
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cultivated areas with brush heaps, 
and suburban parks and gardens. It is 
more closely associated with bottom-
land forests in Nebraska than is either 
the Bewick’s wren or house wren, but 
all three species overlap in their eco-
logical distributions. Eight nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting 
was confirmed in five survey blocks 
of Lancaster, Douglas, Sarpy, and Cass 
counties (Mollhoff, 2016). By compar-
ison there were confirmed nestings 
in two blocks of Cherry and Jefferson 
counties during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The attractive Carolina 
wren reaches its distributional limit 
in southeastern Nebraska, mostly 
within a region bounded by Cuming, 
Lancaster, and Jefferson counties, 
from where it periodically seems to 
expand northward for a few years. Its 
usual song consists of repeated tea-
kettle phrases. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate the 
species had a survey-wide population 
increase (1.04% annually) during that 
period.

Bewick’s Wren 
Thryomanes bewickii
Perhaps extirpated, or nearly so. Until 
recently this species was a rare spring 
and fall migrant and previous sum-
mer resident in southern Nebraska. 
Breeding may have once been regu-
lar west to Gage County and excep-
tionally as far west as Buffalo County, 
but an early report of breeding in Lin-
coln County seems questionable. Else-
where it breeds, or has bred, in east-

ern Kansas north to within one county 
of the Nebraska border and in south-
eastern Colorado and south to Mexico. 
It is accidental in South Dakota.

Migration: Forty-four initial spring 
sightings range from March 26 to May 
28, with a median of April 24. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 9 to May 8. Nine final fall sight-
ings range from August 11 to October 
3, with a mean of September 20.

Habitats: Habitats used during the 
breeding season include open wood-
lands, brushy habitats, farmsteads, 
and towns. In Colorado they are 
mostly associated with dry canyons 
and scrubby forests, but farther east 
they overlap with the house wren in 
its habitats.

Comments: Just where the Carolina 
wren reaches its northwestern range 
limits in eastern Nebraska, the Be-
wick’s wren had its terminus in south-
ern Nebraska. Its current status in Ne-
braska is dubious, but it was reported 
on some Breeding Bird Surveys, al-
though no breeding records exist for 
this region nor for adjacent north-
western Kansas or northeastern Col-
orado. Few Nebraska records of this 
species exist for recent years; appar-
ently its range has retracted. It has 
also become quite rare in the eastern 
states, perhaps because of undesirable 
interactions with house wrens.

ı
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Family Polioptilidae 
(Gnatcatchers)

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher 
Polioptila caerulea
This species is an increasingly com-
mon spring and fall migrant and sum-
mer resident in most of Nebraska 
except the Sandhills, with historic 
breeding limited to the Missouri Riv-
er’s forested valley in the southeast, 
west to about Lancaster and Jeffer-
son counties. Breeding of the west-
ern race P. c. amoenissima now oc-
curs widely elsewhere over most of 
western, northern, and southern Ne-
braska, except the Sandhills (Nebraska 
Bird Review 77:107, 78:144, 83:120).

Migration: Eighty-five initial 
spring sightings range from March 
30 to June 6, with a median of May 
2. Half of the records fall within the 
period April 23 to May 10. Seven fall 
sightings are from July 26 to Septem-
ber 22, with a mean of September 1.

Habitats: Breeding occurs in de-
ciduous bottomland forests of east-
ern Nebraska, but the western race 
amoenissima often favors scrubby 
woodlands. Eight nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 18 survey blocks widely 
scattered from west to east (Mollhoff, 
2016). By comparison there were con-
firmed nestings in five blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This tiny sprite of a 
bird is usually seen high in the tree 
canopy, industriously searching for 
tiny insects. Breeding Bird Surveys 

between 1966 and 2015 indicate the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population increase (0.38% 
annually) during that period.

ı
Family Cinclidae 

(Dippers)

American Dipper 
Cinclus mexicanus
This species is an extremely rare va-
grant. Individuals have been reported 
once each from Sioux, Dawes, Cherry, 
Holt, Chase, and Adams counties. 
There have been at least four records 
since 1960, including one from Cherry 
County (Nebraska Bird Review 45:52). 
It is a permanent resident in the Black 
Hills but is not reported from else-
where in the Plains states.

Migration: The American dipper 
is probably an irregular vagrant. Re-
cords exist for May, June, October, and 
December.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is normally associated with 
rapidly flowing mountain streams 
in wooded regions, but in winter the 
birds sometimes move to open water 
at lower elevations.

Comments: American dippers are 
sometimes called “water ouzels,” and 
they are the only American songbirds 
that regularly dive into water and 
search for food at the bottom of fast-
moving steams. It seems possible that 
some of the branch streams of the up-
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per Niobrara River might support a 
few breeding pairs of these fascinat-
ing birds.

ı
Family Regulidae 

(Kinglets)

Golden-crowned Kinglet 
Regulus satrapa
This species is a common to uncom-
mon spring and fall migrant, and an 
uncommon winter resident statewide, 
perhaps less common in western than 
eastern regions. Breeding occurs in 
the Black Hills and northern Minne-
sota, but the species is widespread 
through the Plains states as a migrant.

Migration: Seventy-five initial fall 
sightings range from August 13 to De-
cember 30, with a median of October 
19. Half of the records fall within the 
period October 10–29. Fifty-nine final 
fall sightings are from November 6 to 
December 31, with a median of De-
cember 26, suggesting that the species 
should be considered a winter resi-
dent. Fifty-three final spring records 
are from January 9 to May 29, with a 
median of April 10. Half of the records 
fall within the period April 3–26.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species occupies a wide variety of 
woodlands, forests, and scrubby hab-
itats, including both coniferous and 
hardwood but especially the former.

Comments: Kinglets are named 
for their brilliant golden or ruby-col-

ored crown markings, although only 
in this species are these markings al-
ways exposed. The birds are tiny, and 
their voices are so high-pitched that 
older birders are likely to miss hear-
ing them altogether.

Ruby-crowned Kinglet 
Regulus calendula
This species is a common to uncom-
mon spring and fall migrant statewide, 
and a rare and local winter resident. 
In Kansas it is a common migrant and 
a rare winter resident, mainly in the 
east (Thompson et al., 2011). Breed-
ing in the Plains states is restricted 
to the Black Hills and probably north-
ern Minnesota, but the species is found 
throughout the region on migration.

Migration: Seventy-four initial 
spring sightings range from January 
12 to May 28, with a median of April 
13. Half of the records fall within the 
period April 1–22. Forty-nine final 
spring sightings are from April 7 to 
May 22, with a median of May 10. Sev-
enty-five initial fall sightings are from 
August 7 to December 10, with a me-
dian of September 23. Half of the re-
cords fall within the period Septem-
ber 10 to October 7. Sixty-nine final 
fall records are from August 16 to De-
cember 31, with a median of October 
28. Less than a fourth of the final fall 
records are for December, suggesting 
that the species only rarely overwin-
ters in Nebraska.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species occurs in a wide variety of for-
ested and shrubby habitats, including 
gardens and parks. It occurs in both 
deciduous and coniferous vegetation, 
showing no apparent preference for 
the latter.
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Comments: The ruby-crowned is 
the more common of the two kinglets, 
and it often pays little attention to hu-
mans as it clambers about on twigs 
and branches.

ı

Family Turdidae 
(Thrushes)

(Northern Wheatear) 
Oenanthe oenanthe
Hypothetical. In addition to an early 
sight record for Dawes County by John 
T. Zimmer, this Eurasian species was 
reported in Gage County in January 
1970 (Nebraska Bird Review 39:18). 
It is considered hypothetical in South 
Dakota and Kansas, but there are ap-
parently no specimen records from 
the Plains states.

Eastern Bluebird 
Sialia sialis
This species is a spring and fall mi-
grant statewide, most common in the 
east and infrequent in the extreme 
west. An uncommon to occasional 
summer resident in eastern regions, 
it breeds locally as far west as Dawes 
County in the White River drainage, 
Brown or Cherry County in the Nio-
brara Valley, and at the Colorado bor-
der in the South Platte and Republican 
Valleys. There is also local breeding in 
the eastern Sandhills where wooded 
habitats exist. Local overwintering 

sometimes occurs. Breeding occurs 
widely in the eastern portions of the 
Plains states and locally west to Colo-
rado and Wyoming, and migrants oc-
cur throughout the region.

Migration: The range of 123 ini-
tial spring sightings is from January 
1 to June 8, with a median of March 
23. Half of the records fall within the 
period March 1 to April 25, and more 
than 10% of the records are for Jan-
uary. Seventy-four final fall sightings 
are from August 14 to December 31, 
with a median of November 5. Half of 
the records are within the period Oc-
tober 8–27, and nearly a third are for 
December. The seasonal data indicate 
this species occasionally overwinters 
in Nebraska.

Habitats: During summer this spe-
cies frequents open hardwood forests, 
especially those adjacent to grass-
lands. Forest edges, shelterbelts, city 
parks, farmsteads, and similar habi-
tats are also used by breeding birds 
and migrants. Twenty-eight nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 155 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings in 63 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: After the disastrous 
decline of bluebirds and other song-
birds in the 1960s, it has taken several 
decades for bluebirds to regain their 
original numbers as breeding birds. 
Bluebird nest-box programs have con-
tributed greatly to this resurgence, al-
though boxes used by bluebirds are of-
ten attacked by house wrens, which 
may destroy bluebird eggs and kill 
nestlings. In recent years, erection 
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of bluebird boxes by the Bluebirds 
Across Nebraska program has greatly 
improved the Nebraska population. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate the species had 
a survey-wide population increase 
(1.50% annually) in that period, and 
Nebraska has a 3.80% rate of annual 
increase, based on 37 routes.

Western Bluebird 
Sialia mexicana
This species is an extremely rare va-
grant. Individuals have been observed 
during fall and spring in Dawes, Scotts 
Bluff, Webster, and Knox counties on at 
least five occasions. It is considered ca-
sual in Kansas and has been reported 
at least twice in Oklahoma. The near-
est breeding area is in Colorado.

Migration: Five records of this rare 
migrant range from April 11 to Octo-
ber 16. There are two records for Au-
gust and October, and one for April.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with open plains and foothills, or sim-
ilar habitats to those used by moun-
tain bluebirds.

Comments: The western bluebird is 
by far the rarest bluebird species in 
Nebraska and is best searched for in 
the counties bordering Colorado.

Mountain Bluebird 
Sialia currucoides
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant in western Nebraska, 
sometimes being observed east to 
Douglas and Lancaster counties, and 
it is a common summer resident in 
the Panhandle, particularly in the Pine 
Ridge and Wildcat Hills regions. Over-
wintering in the state sometimes oc-
curs and is common in Kansas. Breed-

ing also occurs in western portions of 
the Dakotas, and migrants are fairly 
widespread in the western half of the 
region.

Migration: Eighty-four initial 
spring sightings are from January 1 to 
May 25, with a median of March 11. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod February 28 to March 2. Thirty-
five final fall sightings are from July 
21 to December 31, with a median of 
October 16. Half of the records fall 
within the period October 8–27.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son, this species occupies open wood-
lands, especially open pine forest 
stands, burned or cutover areas, and 
aspen clumps. While on migration it 
often occurs in flocks in open coun-
try, perching on roadside fences or 
telephone wires. Six nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 21 survey blocks east 
to Sheridan County (Mollhoff, 2016). 
By comparison there were confirmed 
nestings in six blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Although perhaps not 
quite so attractive as the eastern 
bluebird, a flock of migrating moun-
tain bluebirds making their way over 
the plains is a sight that will be long 
remembered. The birds seem to be 
more gregarious than eastern blue-
birds (which generally migrate in very 
small groups or even singly).

Townsend’s Solitaire 
Myadestes townsendi
This species is an uncommon to lo-
cally common spring and fall migrant 
in western Nebraska and a locally 
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common winter resident in juniper-
rich habitats of western and central 
Nebraska. There are two early reports 
of breeding in Sioux County, as well 
as a 1980s nesting record (Mollhoff, 
2001) and two probable recent nest-
ings (Mollhoff, 2016), but it is uncer-
tain if the species still has a viable 
population in the Pine Ridge region. 
Presumably the source of Nebraska’s 
wintering population is the Black 
Hills of South Dakota. Vagrants may 
be seen east to the Missouri River 
in the winter. Breeding is limited to 
the Black Hills region, but migrants 
are widespread in the western High 
Plains region.

Migration: Fifty initial fall sight-
ings are from August 23 to Decem-
ber 5, with a median of September 
26. Half of the records fall within the 
period September 17 to October 1. 
Forty-five final spring sightings are 
from January 10 to May 25, with a 
median of March 20. Half of the re-
cords fall within the period February 
9 to April 7. The species is sometimes 
seen during summer in northwestern 
Nebraska and perhaps rarely breeds 
there, but currently it must be consid-
ered only a winter visitor in Nebraska.

Habitats: Breeding habitats of 
this species are rather dense conifer-
ous forests in mountainous regions. 
During migration the birds are often 
found on wooded slopes rich in juni-
per berries. No nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, but there were proba-
ble nestings in two survey blocks of 
Dawes County, and three other pos-
sible Pine Ridge nestings (Mollhoff, 
2016). Breeding Bird Surveys between 

1966 and 2015 indicate the species 
had a survey-wide population increase 
(0.28% annually) in that period.

Comments: On first seeing a 
Townsend’s solitaire a birder may be 
confused because it bears little simi-
larity to thrushes, bluebirds, or rob-
ins. Its slim body and rufous wing 
markings may be more reminiscent 
of a thrasher or some other related 
bird, and the oddly spotted juveniles 
are even more puzzling. However, its 
song is a lovely thrush-like warble, 
and its eggs are similarly often pale 
bluish, with darker spotting.

Veery 
Catharus fuscescens
This species is a spring and fall mi-
grant statewide, being generally occa-
sional to rare throughout but probably 
more common in eastern woodlands. 
It breeds in North Dakota and Minne-
sota, and occurs elsewhere through 
the Plains states as a migrant.

Migration: The range of 108 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 10 
to June 4, with a median of May 15. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 10–21. Eighteen final spring 
sightings are within May 9–29, with 
a median of May 18. Seven fall sight-
ings range from August 28 to Septem-
ber 23, with a mean of September 13.

Habitats: Migrating birds are found 
in dense and damp bottomland decid-
uous forests close to flowing water.

Comments: This elusive thrush is 
more often heard than seen; its song 
sounds like a coin rolling down a large 
funnel. It is generally rusty in color 
above but not as bright on the tail as 
a hermit thrush nor as spotted on the 
breast as a wood thrush.
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Gray-cheeked Thrush 
Catharus minimus
This species is a spring and fall mi-
grant statewide, ranging from com-
mon in the east to uncommon or rare 
in the western areas. It occurs as a 
migrant throughout the entire Plains 
states. The nearest breeding area of 
this species is in northern Manitoba.

Migration: The range of 100 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 
20 to June 6, with a median of May 9. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 4–13. Forty-one final spring 
sightings are from May 6 to June 5, 
with a median of May 17. Five initial 
fall sightings are from September 2 to 
October 22, with a mean of October 1.

Habitats: While on migration 
through Nebraska, this species oc-
cupies the same forested habitats as 
does the Swainson’s thrush, namely 
heavy shrubbery and shady decidu-
ous woodlands, often near creeks or 
rivers.

Comments: The gray-cheeked 
thrush arrives in Nebraska at the 
same time during spring as the Swain-
son’s thrush and occupies the same 
woodland habitats but is less com-
mon. Both are secretive species that 
only infrequently sing while migrat-
ing.

Swainson’s Thrush 
Catharus ustulatus
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide and a very rare 
summer resident in the Pine Ridge re-
gion, with breeding records known 
only for Dawes County (Nebraska Bird 
Review 42:17, 73:19). It breeds in the 
Black Hills and in Minnesota and oc-

curs elsewhere through the Plains 
states as a regular migrant.

Migration: The range of 141 initial 
spring sightings is from April 9 to May 
30, with a median of May 6. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
1–11. Seventy-four final spring sight-
ings are from April 20 to June 9, with 
a median of May 27. Fifty-one initial 
fall sightings are from July 29 to Oc-
tober 14, with a median of September 
8. Half of the records fall within the 
period September 3–16. Fifty-one fi-
nal fall sightings are from September 
11 to December 1, with a median of 
September 28.

Habitats: While on migration the 
Swainson’s thrush occupies riverbot-
tom forests, shelterbelts, and parks 
or shade trees in towns. In the Black 
Hills and probably also in the Pine 
Ridge region, it is limited to cool 
and dense coniferous forests hav-
ing a fairly open understory allowing 
for easy ground foraging. No nests 
of this species were reported dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, but there 
were probable nestings in two survey 
blocks of Sioux and Dawes counties 
(Mollhoff, 2016). Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species had a survey-wide 
population decline (0.84% annually) 
in that period.

Comments: Although somewhat 
similar in plumage pattern to the 
gray-cheeked thrush, this species is 
more olive-toned (an older and more 
descriptive name was “olive-backed 
thrush”) and has a conspicuous buffy 
ring around its eye, which the gray-
cheeked thrush lacks.
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Hermit Thrush 
Catharus guttatus
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
becoming rarer to the west and ap-
parently quite rare in extreme west-
ern Nebraska. It has bred in the Black 
Hills, breeds regularly in Minnesota, 
and occurs as a migrant throughout 
the Plains states.

Migration: Except for one January 
record, the range of 94 initial spring 
sightings is from March 9 to June 3, 
with a median of April 20. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 
10 to May 2. Twenty-six final spring 
sightings are from April 10 to May 26, 
with a median of April 26. Fourteen 
initial fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 4 to December 31, with a median 
of October 6. Twelve final fall sight-
ings are from September 11 to Decem-
ber 14 with a median of October 16.

Habitats: Migrants are found in 
dense to semi-open regions of wood-
land, shrubbery, and vine-draped tan-
gles, but they occasionally move into 
more open areas. Fairly heavy decid-
uous woodlands are the favored habi-
tat in eastern Nebraska.

Comments: It is unfortunate that 
Nebraskans never have a chance to 
hear the song of the hermit thrush 
while it is in Nebraska; the song be-
gins with a single fluty note that is 
followed by a cascade of ascending 
and descending phrases. The rufous 
tail and fairly heavily spotted breast 
of this forest thrush provide the best 
field marks.

Wood Thrush 
Hylocichla mustelina
This species is a common to uncom-

mon spring and fall migrant in east-
ern Nebraska and a local summer 
resident in wooded eastern regions, 
extending west locally to Cherry, Lin-
coln, and Thomas counties, and possi-
bly to Sioux County. It breeds widely 
in the eastern parts of the region, 
from Minnesota south to eastern Kan-
sas and eastern Oklahoma.

Migration: The range of 120 initial 
spring sightings is from April 1 to June 
10, with a median of May 10. Half of the 
records fall within the period May 5–19. 
Thirty-one final fall sightings are from 
July 23 to October 6, with a median of 
September 10. Half of the records fall 
within the period September 5–23.

Habitats: Migrants and breed-
ing birds are associated with mature 
shady forests, especially deciduous 
woods, and also with wooded parks 
and gardens. The birds prefer breed-
ing habitats with a dense understory, 
running water nearby, and tall trees 
for singing perches. No nests of this 
species were reported during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, but nesting was 
confirmed in seven survey blocks 
west to Lancaster County (Mollhoff, 
2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings in three blocks of 
Gage, Sarpy, and Dakota counties dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Wood thrushes some-
what resemble incompletely plum-
aged robins—they are of about the 
same size and have a distinctly robin-
like profile and behavior. They also lay 
eggs that are robin-egg blue, as are 
those of the veery and hermit thrush. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
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population decline (1.91% annually) 
during that period. A Nebraska esti-
mate of a 2.97% annual increase was 
based on only four routes.

American Robin 
Turdus migratorius
This species is an abundant spring and 
fall migrant and common summer res-
ident statewide. Overwintering is fre-
quent in some years and localities. 
Breeding occurs nearly throughout the 
Plains states, except for the extreme 
southwestern regions, where it is only 
a migrant.

Migration: Forty-five initial spring 
sightings are from January 1 to May 
26, with a median of February 20. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod February 2 to March 4. Fifty-four 
final fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 1 to December 31, with a median 
of November 19. Half of the records 
fall within the period October 20 to 
December 14. Over a third of the re-
cords are for December, indicating 
that the species commonly overwin-
ters in Nebraska. Winter movements 
from Nebraska are seemingly more 
of a random scattering than an orga-
nized north-south migration.

Habitats: Although this species was 
originally associated with open wood-
lands, it is probably most common in 
cities, suburbs, parks and gardens, 
and farmlands. Thirty-three nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 351 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings in 298 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Everybody recognizes 

this familiar bird; it is tamer than 
any of the other thrushes and is com-
pletely at home close to humans. Its 
cheery song is one of the hallmarks 
of spring in Nebraska, and it is one of 
the last birds to leave in the autumn. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population increase (0.12% annually) 
during that period, and Nebraska had 
a 1.58% annual increase.

Varied Thrush 
Ixoreus naevius
This species is a rare vagrant. Indi-
viduals have been observed in at least 
five counties, mostly during fall and 
spring months, but without any ob-
vious geographical pattern, as is also 
true in Kansas. There were 32 state 
records through 2003. It has also been 
reported in the Dakotas, Kansas, Col-
orado, and Oklahoma.

Migration: Four fall records for this 
rare vagrant are from October 1 to De-
cember 4, and three spring records are 
from February 18 to April 10. In Kan-
sas it is considered a casual winter vis-
itant, with records from September 22 
to April 5 (Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: The varied thrush is nor-
mally associated with coniferous mon-
tane forests, but migrants move into 
more open woodlands on migration 
and during winter, sometimes wan-
dering widely.

Comments: This is one of the most 
colorful of our typical thrushes; its 
striking pattern and musical song al-
ways come as a surprise to those not 
familiar with the species. The near-
est breeding area of this species is in 
western Montana.
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ı
Family Mimidae 

(Mockingbirds, Thrashers, 
and Catbirds)

Gray Catbird 
Dumetella carolinensis
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident 
over most of Nebraska, but it becomes 
rarer northwestwardly. It is now re-
portedly declining in the Pine Ridge 
region, where habitat is decreasing 
because of logging and forest fires. It 
breeds nearly throughout the Plains 
states, except in the driest and nearly 
treeless southwestern regions.

Migration: The range of 134 initial 
spring sightings is from March 20 to 
June 5, with a median of May 11. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 5–17. The range of 128 final fall 
sightings is from July 22 to December 
11, with a median of September 24. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod September 16 to October 2.

Habitats: Breeding habitats include 
thickets, woodland edges, shrubby 
marsh borders, orchards, parks, and 
other brushy habitats. Fifteen nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 65 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings in 53 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001). 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 

had a survey-wide population de-
cline (0.01% annually) in that pe-
riod, whereas there was an estimated 
0.26% increase in Nebraska, based on 
36 survey routes.

Comments: The dull gray plumage 
and cat-like meow call make the cat-
bird an easy species to identify; it is a 
poorer mimic of other species’ songs 
than are the mockingbird or brown 
thrasher.

Curve-billed Thrasher 
Toxostoma curvirostre
Extremely rare. There is a specimen 
from Lincoln County obtained in 1936 
from a group of several birds, and an-
other dead bird was found in Sioux 
County in 1962. Another individual 
that was tentatively identified as this 
species was obtained at Halsey, Blaine 
County, in 1970. One was observed in 
Red Willow County in early 1969 and 
another in June 1965 in southwest-
ern Nebraska (Nebraska Bird Review 
38:93, 39:73). A 1996 sighting was 
made in Scotts Bluff County on July 2 
(Brogie, 1997). A male that appeared 
at a Sioux County ranch in 2002 fi-
nally disappeared in 2008 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 76:65). In 2016 the ninth 
documented state record was a bird at 
Calamus Reservoir, Loup County, seen 
from February to April, and one was 
also seen at Chadron State Park on Oc-
tober 7, 2016 (Nebraska Bird Review 
84:79, 174). The nearest breeding area 
of this species is in southwestern Kan-
sas and southeastern Colorado.

Brown Thrasher 
Toxostoma rufum
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident 
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virtually statewide, but it is becom-
ing rarer in extreme western Ne-
braska south of the North Platte River. 
Breeding occurs nearly throughout 
the Plains states, except in the nearly 
treeless southwestern regions.

Migration: The range of 134 initial 
spring sightings is from January 1 to 
June 2, with a median of April 26. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 19 to May 4. The range of 164 fi-
nal fall records is from July 22 to De-
cember 31, with a median of Septem-
ber 28. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 13 to October 11. 
More than 10% of the records are for 
December, suggesting that the species 
overwinters occasionally, as is also 
true in Kansas.

Habitats: During summer this spe-
cies frequents open brushy woods, 
scattered patches of brush, and small 
trees in open environments, shelter-
belts, woodlands, and shrubby resi-
dential areas. Forty-two nests of this 
species were reported during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 128 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings in 138 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This fox-colored, long-
tailed member of the “mimic thrush” 
family resembles an elongated thrush 
in shape but has a slightly curved bill. 
Its song consists of a series of short 
phrases that are each repeated once, 
followed by a brief pause, and the 
start of a new phrase. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.04% annually) during that 

period and an annual decline of 1.41% 
in Nebraska.

Sage Thrasher 
Oreoscoptes montanus
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant, especially the lat-
ter, in the Wildcat Hills of western 
Nebraska, and a locally rare summer 
resident in at least Kimball (Moll-
hoff, 2016) and Sioux (Rosche, 1982) 
counties, and probably elsewhere in 
the Oglala National Grasslands. Va-
grants have also been observed in Lin-
coln, Logan, and Garden counties. It 
breeds in western South Dakota and is 
a migrant in eastern Colorado, eastern 
New Mexico, and adjacent regions.

Migration: Three initial spring 
sightings are from March 23 to April 
21, with a mean of April 17. Seven fi-
nal fall sightings are from August 24 
to October 12, with a mean of Septem-
ber 16. By 2015 there were at least ten 
summer records (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 83:120).

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son, this species is closely associated 
with sage-dominated grasslands and 
similar shrubby arid lands, but espe-
cially with big sagebrush. On migra-
tion it has a broader distribution, oc-
curring in open prairies and also in 
ponderosa pine woodlands. No nests 
of this species were reported dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, but nest-
ing was confirmed in one survey block 
of Dundy County (Mollhoff, 2016). 
There is a breeding record from Kim-
ball County in 2009, and a record of 
probable breeding at Toadstool Geo-
logical Park in 2016 (Nebraska Bird 
Review 84:127). Breeding Bird Sur-
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veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species had a survey-wide 
population decline (1.20% annually) 
in that period.

Comments: Like the sage sparrow, 
this bird is rarely found far from sage-
brush, and so it has a very restricted 
range in Nebraska. It is smaller and 
more umber in color than the brown 
thrasher, and its song is a more con-
tinuous outpouring of notes.

Northern Mockingbird 
Mimus polyglottos
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and summer resident 
in southern and eastern parts of Ne-
braska, becoming rarer to the west 
and north but rarely breeding as far 
northwest as Sioux County. It breeds 
widely from Kansas and eastern Col-
orado southward to Texas and rarely 
north to South Dakota.

Migration: The range of 132 ini-
tial spring sightings is from January 
1 to June 10, with a median of May 2. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 21 to May 13, and about 6% 
of the records are for January. Sixty-
one final fall sightings are from July 
22 to December 31, with a median of 
September 11. Half of the records fall 
within the period August 15 to Octo-
ber 13, and nearly 10% of the records 
are for December. The data suggest 
that the species overwinters occa-
sionally.

Habitats: A variety of habitats, 
ranging from open woodlands, for-
est edges, and farmlands, to parks 
and cities are utilized, but treeless 
plains and heavy forests are avoided. 
No nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-

riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, but nesting was confirmed in 12 
widely scattered survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016). Similarly, there were con-
firmed nestings in 12 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This famous mimic is 
one of Nebraska’s less common breed-
ing songbirds, but one that is notable 
for its loud songs, whose phrases are 
usually repeated several times, and 
whose flashing white wing and tail 
markings are apparent during flight. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (0.46% annually) 
during that period.

ı

Family Sturnidae 
(Starlings)

European Starling 
Sturnus vulgaris
This species is an introduced and com-
mon to abundant permanent resident 
throughout Nebraska, with numbers 
supplemented during fall and winter 
by migrants. The species now breeds 
throughout the entire Great Plains.

Habitats: This unwelcome spe-
cies is found virtually everywhere 
throughout the year but is especially 
associated with human habitations, 
such as cities, suburbs, and farms, 
and with mature woodlands that have 
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woodpecker holes or other tree cavi-
ties for nest sites. No nest cavities of 
this species were examined during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, but nesting was 
confirmed in 316 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings in 224 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Starlings arrived in 
eastern Nebraska in 1939, and since 
then have become abundant nesters, 
displacing bluebirds and other cav-
ity-nesting birds that once were com-
mon here. They have adapted well to 
city life, and their large flocks in late 
fall make them among the most unde-
sirable of our avian visitors. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.46% annually) during that 
period versus an estimated 0.81% 
rate of increase in Nebraska.

ı

Family Bombycillidae 
(Waxwings)

Bohemian Waxwing 
Bombycilla garrulus
This species is a rare winter visitor 
in Nebraska, irregular both in its geo-
graphic and yearly occurrence. It oc-
curs widely throughout the northern 
parts of the Plains states but is very 
rarely encountered south of Nebraska. 

The nearest breeding area of this spe-
cies is in northern Manitoba.

Migration: The range of 11 ini-
tial fall sightings is from September 
25 to December 27, with a median of 
November 20. Nineteen final spring 
sightings range from January 2 to May 
22, with a median of February 28.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with fruit-bearing trees in wood-
lands, shelterbelts, and urban parks 
or gardens, often in association with 
cedar waxwings.

Comments: Only during unusually 
cold winters do Bohemian waxwings 
usually visit Nebraska. They are some-
what larger birds than the cedar wax-
wings, and they have rufous under 
tail-coverts and yellow wing-edgings, 
which makes them easy to recognize.

Cedar Waxwing 
Bombycilla cedrorum
This species is a common spring and fall 
migrant statewide, a local breeder over 
much of the state, and an uncommon 
winter resident. It is erratic in timing 
of arrival and departure, and probably 
moves primarily in relation to available 
food supplies. It breeds from North Da-
kota and Minnesota south locally to 
northern Missouri but occurs through-
out the Plains states as a migrant.

Migration: The range of 54 initial 
spring sightings is from January 2 to 
May 20, with a median of February 
24. Half of the records fall within the 
period February 1 to April 23. Forty-
five initial fall sightings are from July 
20 to December 28, with a median of 
October 4. Fifty-eight final fall sight-
ings are in December, suggesting that 
the species rather frequently overwin-
ters in the state.
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Habitats: Outside of the breed-
ing season, this species occurs in 
flocks that concentrate in fruit-bear-
ing trees such as crabapples, hack-
berries, and mountain ash, and tall 
shrubs, such as pyracantha, junipers, 
and sumac. Sometimes poisoning oc-
curs during unusually cold weather, 
when the birds consume more fruit 
such as crabapples, which produce 
cyanide-containing glycosides (Ne-
braska Bird Review 82:65). Breeding 
usually occurs in semi-open decidu-
ous woodlands, including floodplain 
forests, upland woodlands, and some-
times parks, farmsteads or residen-
tial areas. Sixteen nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 16 widely scattered survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). By compari-
son there were confirmed nestings in 
seven blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Few birds are more aes-
thetically appealing than waxwings. 
Their soft colors are reminiscent of an 
oriental watercolor, and their gregari-
ous nature is marked by a notable ab-
sence of aggressive interactions. The 
possible social functions of the seem-
ingly decorative wax-like tips on their 
secondaries are apparently unstudied. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population increase (0.07% annually) 
during that period versus a statisti-
cally questionable estimate (based on 
33 survey routes) of an 11.7% rate of 
annual increase in Nebraska.

ı

Family Ptilogonatidae 
(Silky Flycatchers)

Phainopepla 
Phainopepla nitens
Accidental. One individual of this spe-
cies was photographed at Alliance, 
Box Butte County, between January 1 
and February 13, 1983 (Nebraska Bird 
Review 51:18). The nearest breed-
ing area of this species is in western 
Texas.

ı

Family Passeridae (Old 
World Sparrows)

House Sparrow 
Passer domesticus
This species is an abundant intro-
duced permanent resident throughout 
Nebraska and the other Plains states.

Habitats: This species is always as-
sociated with humans, breeding in cit-
ies, suburbs, and around farm build-
ings. Nesting occurs in almost any 
kind of cavity or crevice, including 
those provided by buildings, dense 
vines growing against walls, tree cav-
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ities, old swallow nests, and other 
diverse locations. Thirteen nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting 
was confirmed in 288 survey blocks 
(Mollhoff, 2016). By comparison, 
there were 288 confirmed nesting 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: This familiar species 
hardly requires any descriptive com-
ments. It is slowly becoming less nu-
merous, as farms are declining in 
number, and as it is encountering 
competition from the house finch. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
had a survey-wide population decline 
(1.61% annually) during that period 
and an annual decline of 4.80% in Ne-
braska.

Eurasian Tree Sparrow 
Passer montanus
Accidental. One individual was photo-
graphed at a feeder near Enola, Febru-
ary 1–4, 2007 (Nebraska Bird Review 
75:118–120). The small range of this 
introduced species is currently mostly 
limited to southeastern Iowa, north-
eastern Missouri, and western Illinois.

ı

Family Motacillidae 
(Pipits)

American Pipit 
Anthus rubescens
This Arctic- and alpine-breeding spe-
cies is a common spring and fall mi-
grant statewide and a rare winter res-
ident. It is more abundant and much 
more conspicuous than the Sprague’s 
pipit, and it occurs widely throughout 
the Plains states while on migration. 
The nearest breeding area of this spe-
cies is in northern Manitoba.

Migration: The range of 125 ini-
tial spring sightings is from January 
1 to May 21, with a median of April 
23. Half of the records fall within the 
period April 13 to May 5. Eleven fi-
nal spring sightings are from April 
17 to May 23, with a median of April 
28. Eighteen initial fall sightings are 
from August 24 to October 29, with 
a median of October 2. Sixteen final 
fall sightings are from September 14 
to December 31, with a median of Oc-
tober 26. Probably overwintering is 
quite rare, judging from the limited 
number of late fall records.

Habitats: Migrating birds are found 
in open plains and fields and on bare 
shorelines. They generally favor moist 
to wet environments over dry ones.

Comments: Previously called the 
“water pipit,” this species is rarely 
found far from water, whereas the 
Sprague’s pipit is more adapted to 
upland habitats. Pipits are long-tailed 
and long-legged birds that nervously 
pump their tails up and down as they 
move about.
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Sprague’s Pipit 
Anthus spragueii
This grassland-adapted species is an 
uncommon spring and fall migrant, 
probably occurring statewide but with 
few records for the extreme western 
and eastern portions and most obser-
vations for central Nebraska (espe-
cially Webster and Adams counties). 
Breeding occurs in North Dakota and 
northern South Dakota, but migrants 
occur throughout the Plains states.

Migration: The range of 41 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 
17 to May 21, with a median of April 
20. Half of the records fall within the 
period April 8–27. Five final spring 
sightings are from April 5 to May 23, 
with a mean of April 21. Seventeen 
initial fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 14 to October 19, with a median of 
September 26. Eleven final fall sight-
ings are from October 2 to November 
8, with a median of October 23.

Habitats: Associated with dense, 
grassy vegetation of plains and prai-
ries, the Sprague’s pipit—unlike the 
American pipit—is not often found in 
bare areas close to water. It also dif-
fers from that species in not usually 
moving in flocks, and it is thus more 
often overlooked.

Comments: This is one of Nebras-
ka’s least-seen regular migrants. Like 
that of other pipits, its territorial song 
is uttered in flight, and in this spe-
cies the song is a high-pitched bell-
like whistling. Nationally the species 
has declined 75% since 1966, based 
on annual Breeding Bird Survey data. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate the species had 
a survey-wide population decline 
(3.10% annually) during that period.

B
Family Fringillidae 

(Finches)

Brambling 
Fringilla montifringilla
Accidental. This Eurasian finch was 
initially photographed at Scottsbluff 
in April 1999 (Nebraska Bird Review 
67:70, 68:8). The second state record 
was a male seen in Hall County, April 
8, 2006, and the third was a female 
at a Lincoln County feeder that stayed 
from mid-December 2014 to January 
31, 2015 (Nebraska Bird Review 83:19; 
Padelford & Padelford, 2017). By 2017 
four records had accrued; the fourth 
was a male photographed during Jan-
uary 2017 in Bellevue, Sarpy County.

Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch 
Leucosticte tephrocotis
This species is a rare and irregular 
winter visitor to Nebraska, mainly 
in the Panhandle, especially Scotts 
Bluff National Monument, where up 
to 200 might be seen roosting in cliff 
swallow nests (Nebraska Bird Review 
83:20). Outside of this region, the 
species has also been seen in Brown, 
Perkins, and Gage counties. It is a 
winter visitor in Colorado and a spo-
radic visitor to the Black Hills.

Migration: Six fall sightings range 
from October 1 to November 6, with a 
median of October 25. Thirteen spring 
sightings are from January 1 to March 
11, with a median of February 12.

Habitats: During winter this spe-
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cies is usually found on open plains, 
fields, and weedy areas.

Comments: This is an alpine-nest-
ing bird that descends to foothills and 
plains during winter and sometimes 
reaches western Nebraska. The near-
est breeding area is in northwestern 
Montana.

Black Rosy-Finch 
Leucosticte atrata
Accidental. Two sight records were 
from Sioux County in 2000 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 68:175), and there was a 
sighting of one or two in a flock of 
gray-crowned rosy-finches at Scotts 
Bluff National Monument in January–
February 2013 (Nebraska Bird Review 
81:19). The nearest breeding area of 
this alpine species is in northwestern 
Wyoming.

Pine Grosbeak 
Pinicola enucleator
This species is a rare and irregular 
winter visitor to Nebraska, with va-
grants appearing at various places in 
the state, but with few recent records. 
It had been reported from Douglas, 
Lancaster, Hall, Brown, Madison, and 
Antelope counties in earlier years 
(Bruner, Wolcott, & Swenk, 1904).

Migration: Fourteen initial fall 
sightings range from October 21 to De-
cember 31, with a median of Novem-
ber 24. Thirteen final spring sightings 
are from January 15 to May 22, with a 
median of March 10. There is no clus-
tering of fall or spring records.

Habitats: During the winter this 
species is normally associated with 
seed-bearing trees, including both co-
niferous and deciduous species.

Comments: Like many of the other 

finches, the pine grosbeak is an irrup-
tive species, with winter movements 
related to changes in food supplies. 
The nearest breeding area of this 
pine-dependent species is in north-
western Wyoming.

House Finch 
Haemorhous mexicanus
This species is a locally common per-
manent resident in both western 
and eastern Nebraska, as a result of 
a rapid immigration into the state 
(mainly through cities) from both di-
rections during recent decades. Dur-
ing the early atlasing years the species 
bred east to Hall and Adams counties 
(Mollhoff, 2001). The entire state is 
now effectively occupied.

Habitats: Associated with open 
woods, riverbottom thickets, scrubby 
vegetation, ranchlands, and (in Ne-
braska) suburbs and towns. Sixteen 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 38 survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). By compar-
ison there were confirmed nestings 
in 17 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: House finches arrived 
in eastern Nebraska in the late 1980s 
from western Iowa, and at the pres-
ent rate should encounter their west-
ern relatives in only a few years, prob-
ably along the Platte River. The entire 
eastern population derives from a few 
birds released in New York City in the 
1940s, when commercial pet dealers 
dumped their illegally captive birds in 
order to escape arrest and prosecution. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate the species collec-
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tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation increase (0.12% annually) during 
that period, and Nebraska had a statisti-
cally questionable estimate of a 9.88% 
rate of annual increase, although their 
rate of expansion in Nebraska during 
the 1990s was certainly notable.

Purple Finch 
Haemorhous purpureus
This species is an uncommon migrant 
and winter visitor in eastern Nebraska 
and the Pine Ridge region; it is rare 
elsewhere in the state. Breeding occurs 
in northern Minnesota. During the win-
ter the species is rather widespread in 
northern and eastern North America.

Migration: Thirty-seven initial fall 
sightings range from August 14 to De-
cember 26, with a median of Octo-
ber 27. Half of the records fall within 
the period October 15 to November 6. 
Forty-nine final spring sightings are 
from January 2 to June 5, with a me-
dian of April 23. Half of the records fall 
within the period April 16 to May 8.

Habitats: Nonbreeding birds are as-
sociated with woodland streams and 
sometimes also appear at bird feeders 
during winter, wherever very small 
seeds suitable for finches are available.

Comments: This irregular winter 
visitor strongly resembles the house 
finch, and birders must look closely 
to determine the distinctions between 
them. Females have a more contrast-
ing face pattern than do female house 
finches, and among purple finch males 
the raspberry red color extends down 
the entire back and rump area. The 
Cassin’s finch is even more similar to 
the purple finch but is much rarer in 
Nebraska. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 

species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline of 1.73% 
annually during that period.

Cassin’s Finch 
Haemorhous cassinii
This species is a rare migrant and 
winter visitor in the Panhandle, but it 
has also been repeatedly observed in 
Logan County and rarely in Boone, Ad-
ams, and Webster counties. It is also 
a winter visitor to eastern Colorado 
and western Oklahoma but is rare or 
absent elsewhere in the Plains states. 
Possible breeding has been suggested 
in the Panhandle (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 79:135), but there are no specific 
records yet, and the nearest breeding 
is in the Black Hills.

Migration: The only fall records are 
for October 26 and 27. Thirteen win-
ter and spring records range from Jan-
uary 1 to May 14, with a median of 
April 12. Half of the records fall be-
tween March 30 and May 3. Kansas 
records are nearly all from Septem-
ber 22 to April 28 but mainly extend 
from October to March (Thompson et 
al., 211).

Habitats: Normally associated with 
open coniferous forests during win-
ter, this finch usually forages on the 
ground for seeds. No nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, but a probable nesting 
was confirmed in one survey block of 
Dundy County (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: Compared to the very 
similar purple finch, males of this spe-
cies have only the crown area bright 
red, and females have a less contrast-
ing facial pattern and narrower breast 
striping. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
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tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline of 2.5% 
annually during that period.

Red Crossbill 
Loxia curvirostra
This species is an irregular winter 
visitor and migrant throughout Ne-
braska, probably most common in 
the Panhandle, and a local but regu-
lar breeder in the Pine Ridge region 
(Nebraska Bird Review 40:71). It has 
also bred in Scotts Bluff, Banner, and 
Holt counties (Mollhoff, 2001). Breed-
ing is regular in South Dakota and 
Minnesota, and erratic in North Da-
kota. During winter the species occurs 
south to Texas.

Migration: Thirty-one initial fall 
sightings range from July 26 to De-
cember 29, with a median of Novem-
ber 12. Half of the records fall within 
the period October 28 to December 14. 
Forty-four final spring sightings are 
from January 1 to June 2, with a me-
dian of April 1. Half of the records fall 
within the period March 19 to May 19.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son this species is primarily associ-
ated with coniferous forests. Migrants 
and wintering birds are also largely 
confined to conifer plantings or for-
ests, but sometimes flocks also may be 
found foraging in stands of sunflowers 
or ragweeds. No nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, but nesting was confirmed 
in five survey blocks of Dawes, Sher-
idan, Scotts Bluff, and Morrill coun-
ties (Mollhoff, 2016). By comparison 
there were confirmed nestings in four 
blocks of Sioux, Scotts Bluff, Banner, 

and Holt counties during the first sur-
vey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Red crossbills periodi-
cally appear in eastern Nebraska, es-
pecially around coniferous planta-
tions, where they can pry seeds out 
of cones using their uniquely crossed 
beak tips, which can be twisted screw-
driver-like to pry apart the seed-con-
taining bracts. Different populations 
around the species’ range vary in beak 
shape and flight and alarm calls, sug-
gesting that there may be several pop-
ulations that possibly are best consid-
ered as subspecies (Faulkner, 2012). 
The “Type 2” call is most common 
is Nebraska (benti), and these birds 
are adapted to feeding on the seeds 
of ponderosa pine (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 78:62, 81:20). Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population de-
cline (0.83% annually) during that 
period.

White-winged Crossbill 
Loxia leucoptera
This species is a rare and irregular 
winter visitor and spring migrant, 
mostly in eastern Nebraska. Most re-
cords are from Douglas-Sarpy, Lan-
caster, and Adams counties, but the 
species has been seen as far west as 
Scotts Bluff County. There was an in-
cursion into the state in the winter 
of 2011–12, with up to 25 seen locally 
(Nebraska Bird Review 80:71) Known 
breeding is limited to northern Min-
nesota, but during winter the species 
appears south as far as Kansas and 
rarely to Oklahoma.

Migration: Three fall records are 
from October 16 to November 24. 
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Twenty-two spring sightings range 
from January 1 to June 14, with a me-
dian of March 6. Half of the records 
fall within the period February 4 to 
April 20.

Habitats: In our region this cross-
bill is associated with coniferous for-
ests or plantations, especially pines, 
throughout the year.

Comments: The white-winged 
crossbill is another irruptive winter 
finch, feeding in the same manner as 
the red crossbill. Like other fringilline 
finches, the young are fed on regurgi-
tated seeds; thus the birds can begin 
nesting at almost any time of the year, 
especially after a bumper crop of co-
nifer seeds has matured. The nearest 
breeding area of this species is in cen-
tral Manitoba.

Common Redpoll 
Acanthis flammea
This species is an occasional winter 
visitor statewide—locally common in 
some winters but absent in others. It 
is generally widespread through the 
Plains states as a migrant or a win-
ter visitor.

Migration: Twenty initial fall sight-
ings range from August 8 to December 
30, with a median of November 26. 
Thirty final spring sightings are from 
January 10 to May 30, with a median 
of March 17. Half of the records fall 
within March 7–26.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species is associated with conifers, de-
ciduous thickets, and weedy fields. It 
sometimes visits bird feeders.

Comments: Like most other fringil-
line finches, this species has a rather 
short notched tail and red in the head 
region, specifically on the forehead in 

the case of the redpoll. Another finch 
trait is a high degree of sociality, 
sometimes even during the breeding 
season. The nearest breeding area of 
this species is in northern Manitoba.

Hoary Redpoll 
Acanthis hornemanni
This species is an extremely rare win-
ter visitor to Nebraska. Redpolls as-
signed to this taxonomically dubious 
species have been observed in Lan-
caster, Custer, Scotts Bluff, and Sarpy 
counties, but intergrades or hybrids 
with common redpolls also occur and 
confuse identification (Nebraska Bird 
Review 40:85, 44:35). Recent (2015) 
genetic research published in the jour-
nal Molecular Ecology indicates that 
the two forms vary only slightly ge-
netically and should be treated as a 
single species.

Migration: As of 2013 there were 
ten fairly recent reports, all but one 
in January and February (Nebraska 
Bird Review 81:20). The bird is rare 
in South Dakota and not reported for 
Kansas or Oklahoma.

Habitats: The hoary redpoll is usu-
ally found in the same habitats as, 
and in company with, common red-
polls. The nearest breeding area of 
this species is in high-Arctic north-
eastern Canada.

Pine Siskin 
Spinus pinus
This species is an irregular but some-
times common migrant and winter vis-
itor statewide and an occasional sum-
mer resident throughout. Regular 
breeding is limited to the Pine Ridge 
region, but sporadic nestings have oc-
curred widely in the state, including 
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several eastern and southeastern coun-
ties following cold springs (Wilson Bul-
letin 41:77). It regularly breeds in west-
ern South Dakota and Minnesota, and is 
an erratic breeder in eastern South Da-
kota, North Dakota, and Kansas. It also 
occurs widely through the Plains states 
during migration or winter.

Migration: Sixty initial fall sight-
ings range from July 25 to December 
31, with a median of October 16. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
October 1 to November 18. Thirty-five 
final springs sightings range from Jan-
uary 19 to June 9, with a median of 
May 12. Half of the records fall within 
the period May 8 to June 1. No nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, but nesting was 
confirmed in four survey blocks from 
Sioux County east to Thomas, Lin-
coln, and Dawson counties (Mollhoff, 
2016). By comparison there were con-
firmed nestings in five blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Habitats: Nonbreeding birds oc-
cur in both wooded and treeless re-
gions, often feeding in small flocks on 
weed seeds. Breeding occurs in both 
conifers and deciduous trees (includ-
ing evergreen plantings), ornamental 
shrubs such as lilacs, and vines in a 
diversity of rural to suburban or ur-
ban locations.

Comments: This goldfinch-sized 
species may be very common at a lo-
cality one year and absent the next, 
in an unpredictable manner. Like the 
goldfinch, it has yellow present on its 
body plumage, but in this case the yel-
low is mainly located near the bases 
of the flight feathers, while the breast 
is heavily streaked. Breeding Bird Sur-

veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species had a survey-wide 
population decline (3.67% annually) 
in that period.

Lesser Goldfinch 
Spinus psaltria
This bird is a local but increasingly 
summering southwestern species in 
the Panhandle. As of the early 2000s, 
only a total of nine state records ex-
isted (Nebraska Bird Review 68:126), 
but since then the species has become 
regular in western Nebraska, with 45 
banded at the Wildcat Hills Nature 
Center in the fall of 2011 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 76:154, 79:135). The first 
known probable state breeding was 
in Banner County, June 19, 2010 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 78:103).

Migration: Normally only a sum-
mer species, arriving in late May, 
there are two winter records from 
Cass County (December–January) and 
Scottsbluff (February) (Nebraska Bird 
Review 85:18, 74).

Habitats: No nests of the lesser 
goldfinch were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, but nesting was 
confirmed in two blocks of Scotts Bluff 
and Banner counties (Mollhoff, 2016).

American Goldfinch 
Spinus tristis
This species is a common permanent 
resident statewide. Winter populations 
vary from year to year. Breeding occurs 
almost throughout the Plains states, ex-
cept the southernmost regions.

Habitats: During the fall and win-
ter, flocks of this species may often be 
found foraging in fields of tall weeds 
such as ragweeds and sunflowers. 
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Breeding usually occurs in rather open 
grazing country, farmyards, swamps, 
weedy fields, and other open habitats 
where thistles and cattails (the down 
of which is used for nest lining and 
the seeds for feeding the young) are 
abundant. Seven nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 29 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016). Similarly there were confirmed 
nestings in 29 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Sometimes called “wild 
canaries” or “thistle-birds,” American 
goldfinches delay their breeding un-
til the latter part of summer, when 
thistle down (with which they line 
their nests) and thistle seeds (which 
they feed their young) are available 
in quantity. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (0.17% 
annually) during that period, whereas 
Nebraska had a statistically reliable 
estimate (based on 51 survey routes) 
of a 1.63% rate of annual increase.

Evening Grosbeak 
Coccothraustes vespertinus
This species is an irregular and rare 
winter visitor, reported from the en-
tire state but seen most often in the 
Panhandle. Local breeding occurs in 
the Black Hills and in northern Min-
nesota, but during winter the species 
is widespread in northern regions of 
the Great Plains.

Migration: Thirty-four initial fall 
sightings are from September 3 to De-
cember 31, with a median of Novem-
ber 9. Half of the records fall within 

the period October 19 to November 
29. Fifty-two final spring sightings are 
from January 5 to May 28, with a me-
dian of April 25. Half of the records fall 
within the period April 21 to May 20.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species is usually associated with 
streamside woodlands having seed-
bearing deciduous trees, and it some-
times also appears at bird-feeding 
stations.

Comments: This large, massive-
billed finch is especially fond of sun-
flower seeds and can easily crack 
any hard seeds that it encounters. 
Its bright yellow eyebrows and white 
wing-patches make identification 
easy. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population decline of 6.36% an-
nually during that period. The nearest 
breeding area of this species is in the 
Black Hills, where it is rare.

B
Family Calcariidae 

(Longspurs and Snow 
Buntings)

Lapland Longspur 
Calcarius lapponicus
This species is a locally common mi-
grant and winter visitor statewide and 
probably the commonest of the long-
spurs in Nebraska during winter. It 
occurs as a migrant or winter visitor 
nearly throughout the Plains region 
but is rarer southwardly.
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Migration: Fifty-six initial fall 
sightings are from September 25 to 
December 31, with a median of No-
vember 12. Half of the records fall 
within the period October 25 to No-
vember 21. Forty-four final spring re-
cords are from January 3 to May 10, 
with a median of February 27. Half of 
the records fall within the period Feb-
ruary 24 to March 23.

Habitats: Migrants and winter-
ing birds occur in open, grassy plains, 
stubble fields, overgrazed pastures, and 
similar grassy or low-stature habitats.

Comments: One should look for 
Lapland longspurs in open fields that 
are at least partly snow-free, or along 
the sides of gravel roads that also are 
free of snow. There flocks of long-
spurs may mingle with horned larks, 
trying to find small seeds on which to 
survive the winter. The nearest breed-
ing area of this species is in northern 
Manitoba.

Chestnut-collared Longspur 
Calcarius ornatus
This species is a migrant and winter 
visitor over most of Nebraska, rang-
ing from common in the north to oc-
casional in the eastern part of the 
state, and a summer resident in the 
northwestern corner, from southern 
Sioux and Box Butte counties east to 
Sheridan County and perhaps north-
ern Cherry County, and also south to 
western Kimball County. It also breeds 
in the Dakotas and western Minnesota 
and occurs throughout the region as a 
migrant or winter visitor.

Migration: Thirty initial spring 
sightings in northwestern Nebraska 
are from March 18 to June 3, with a 

median of April 12. Sixteen final fall 
sightings are from September 22 to 
October 22, with a median of October 
8. Like that of the McCown’s long-
spur, the migration pattern of this 
species is extremely difficult to es-
timate in Nebraska because in vari-
ous regions it may be a summer res-
ident, a spring and fall migrant, or a 
winter visitor.

Habitats: Migrants and winter-
ing birds occur on open plains and 
grassy fields, including those at air-
ports. Breeding usually occurs on 
short-grass or cut mixed-grass prai-
ries, and less frequently in the low 
meadow zones around ponds or dis-
turbed grasslands such as grazed pas-
ture lands. Three nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in two Sioux County survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). By compar-
ison there were no confirmed nest-
ings during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Although the chestnut-
collared longspur breeds in some of 
the same regions as McCown’s long-
spur, that species is predominantly 
white on its underparts, and display-
ing males have a much different vi-
sual aspect when displaying over-
head. Also, the McCown’s song is an 
extended rattle and is quite differ-
ent from the chestnut-collared’s dou-
ble-syllable kettle note. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the chestnut-collared species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (4.19% annually) 
during that period.
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Smith’s Longspur 
Calcarius pictus
This species is a rare to occasional 
migrant and winter visitor, mainly 
in east to central Nebraska, with the 
largest number of records from Adams 
and Webster counties. It has been re-
ported east to Lancaster County and 
west to Sioux and Scotts Bluff coun-
ties. It is also a local migrant or win-
ter resident in the Dakotas, Kansas, 
and Oklahoma but is rare or absent 
from Colorado and New Mexico.

Migration: Ten fall sightings range 
from September 18 to December 17, 
with a median of November 5. Six 
spring records are from February 5 to 
May 22, with a mean of April 8. As 
of 2013 there were only about 20 ac-
cepted spring records, all from March 
21 to May 3 (Nebraska Bird Review 
81:70).

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with open grassy plains and pastures, 
and even airports, preferring those 
covered by thick, short grass.

Comments: Smith’s longspur is an-
other wintering longspur, which is 
more uniformly brown than the oth-
ers, at least during the season that 
these birds are present in Nebraska. 
The nearest breeding area of this spe-
cies is in northern Manitoba.

McCown’s Longspur 
Rhynchophanes mccownii
This species is a migrant and winter 
visitor over most of Nebraska, com-
mon to uncommon in the west, be-
coming rarer eastwardly but occa-
sionally seen in eastern counties. It is 
a summer resident in the Panhandle, 
from central Sioux County west to the 
Wyoming line and south to western 

Kimball County. Breeding also occurs 
in western North Dakota and eastern 
Colorado, and migrants are regular in 
western portions of the entire region.

Migration: Twenty-six initial 
spring sightings in northwestern Ne-
braska are from March 16 to May 21, 
with a median of April 3. Six final fall 
sightings are from September 5 to No-
vember 26, with a mean of October 1. 
Elsewhere in the state this species is 
a spring and fall migrant, and some-
times a winter visitor, so its migration 
status statewide is impossible to sum-
marize easily.

Habitats: Migrants inhabit short-
grass plains, pasture lands, and 
plowed fields. Breeding occurs in 
short-grass and mixed-grass prairies, 
stubble fields, and newly sprouted 
grain fields. Seven nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in one Sioux County survey 
block (Mollhoff, 2016). By compari-
son there were confirmed nestings in 
five blocks of Sioux and Kimball coun-
ties during the first survey (Mollhoff, 
2001).

Comments: McCown’s longspur 
is one of Nebraska’s two breeding 
longspur species. Both have distinc-
tive white tail markings that are evi-
dent only during flight, and both have 
song-flight displays performed above 
the male’s breeding territory. In the 
chestnut-collared species the dark 
underparts are highly visible during 
such aerial display; the birds resem-
ble giant blackish butterflies as they 
hover above the ground in full song. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the McCown’s 
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Figure 12. Grassland songbirds: lark bunting pair (top), male McCown’s 
longspur (middle left), male chestnut-collared longspur (middle right),  

and adult horned lark (bottom)
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species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decrease (5.9% 
annually) during that period.

Snow Bunting 
Plectrophenax nivalis
This species is a rare to occasional 
winter visitor to Nebraska, appear-
ing only very irregularly and proba-
bly mainly in northern counties. It is 
a regular winter visitor in the Dako-
tas but is rare or absent south of Ne-
braska.

Migration: Eleven initial fall sight-
ings are from October 19 to Decem-
ber 24, with a median of November 
16. Thirty-one final spring sightings 
are from January 1 to March 23, with 
a median of February 10.

Habitats: Migrants and wintering 
birds are associated with open plains 
and snow-covered fields.

Comments: This mostly white spar-
row-like bird is appropriately colored 
for the Arctic, but it tends to be con-
spicuous on bare plowed fields in the 
Great Plains. It only infrequently mi-
grates south of the winter snow line. 
The nearest breeding area of this spe-
cies is in Nunavut.

B
Family Emberizidae 

(Sparrows)

Green-tailed Towhee 
Pipilo chlorurus
This species is an uncommon but reg-
ular spring and fall migrant in west-

ern Nebraska, mostly in the Panhan-
dle, and is rarely recorded east to 
McPherson, Logan, and Lancaster 
counties. Breeding is limited in the 
Great Plains region to sage-domi-
nated regions of New Mexico, Colo-
rado, and Wyoming, but migrants are 
regular from eastern Colorado to the 
Texas Panhandle.

Migration: Nineteen initial spring 
sightings range from February 18 to 
May 31, with a median of May 10. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 3–20. Three final fall sightings 
are from September 6 to 29.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with thickets and dense shrubbery in 
rather arid environments, including 
sagebrush-covered plains.

Comments: The green-tailed tow-
hee is a rather dull-colored bird, ex-
cept for its bright brown crown, be-
ing mostly olive-green on the tail and 
upperparts and grayish below.

Spotted Towhee 
Pipilo maculatus
Collectively, the eastern and spot-
ted towhees are common spring and 
fall migrants and summer residents 
in Nebraska. Local breeding by tow-
hees occurs west to Colorado in the 
Platte and Republican Valleys and to 
Sioux County in the White River and 
Niobrara Valleys. Breeding is very lo-
cal in the Sandhills but extends from 
the Colorado and Wyoming borders 
(mainly maculatus phenotypes) east 
in the Platte Valley, where the popu-
lation is composed of mainly erythrop-
thalmus phenotypes in northeastern 
and southeastern Nebraska. Many of 
the summering birds along the Platte 
and North Platte Rivers are apparent 
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hybrids (Sibley, Short, & West, 1959; 
Brown et al., 1996). Breeding by rel-
atively typical erythropthalmus phe-
notypes occurs from Manitoba and 
northeastern North Dakota (Turtle 
Mountains) south to eastern Kansas 
and northeastern Oklahoma. Predom-
inantly maculatus phenotypes breed 
from the Missouri Valley of the west-
ern and central Dakotas south to the 
Nebraska Panhandle and central Nio-
brara Valley, northeastern Colorado, 
and south into New Mexico. Migrants 
occur throughout the region.

Migration: Sixty-nine initial spring 
sightings range from February 7 to 
May 30, with a median of April 22. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 10–30. Ninety-three final 
fall records are from July 24 to De-
cember 31, with a median of October 
15. Half of the records fall within the 
period September 30 to October 31. 
Nearly 20% of the records are for De-
cember, suggesting that overwinter-
ing is fairly frequent.

Habitats: While in Nebraska these 
towhees occur in brushy fields, thick-
ets, woodland edges or openings, sec-
ond-growth forests, and city parks or 
suburbs with trees and tall shrubbery. 
Three spotted towhee nests were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, and nesting was confirmed in eight 
survey blocks east to Rock County. Two 
eastern towhee nests were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in nine survey 
blocks west to Hitchcock County (Moll-
hoff, 2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings for all Nebraska 
tow hees in 16 blocks during the first 

survey, which occurred west of the 
98th meridian. Most eastern towhees 
breed east of a line from Cedar, Platte, 
Hall, and Harlan counties.

Comments: It seems likely that the 
nomenclature committee of the Amer-
ican Ornithologists’ Society will even-
tually have to reverse itself and again 
merge these two “species” of towhees, 
which collectively were once known 
as the red-eyed towhee before their 
hybridization rates and distributions 
were studied in the Platte Valley (Sib-
ley, Short, & West, 1959). The zone 
of hybridization is especially wide 
in Nebraska; farther south in Kansas 
there is a geographic break between 
breeding habitats of the two taxa that 
make the situation there less confus-
ing. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (0.03% 
annually) during that period, and Ne-
braska had a statistically doubtful es-
timate (based on 12 survey routes) of 
a 3.83% rate of annual increase (Moll-
hoff, 2016).

Eastern Towhee 
Pipilo erythropthalmus
See the spotted towhee account. Phe-
notypically “pure” eastern towhees can 
be found west to Dawson County, but 
most birds there are spotted or hybrids 
(Sibley, Short, & West, 1959; Nebraska 
Bird Review 73:16–18). Unlike the spot-
ted towhee, the eastern towhee rarely 
winters in Nebraska, except in the ex-
treme southeast. Two eastern tow-
hee nests were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in nine survey blocks west 
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to Hitchcock County (Mollhoff, 2016). 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the eastern tow-
hee underwent a survey-wide popula-
tion decline (1.34% annually) during 
that period, and Nebraska had a sta-
tistically questionable estimate (based 
on 21 survey routes) of a 0.93% rate of 
annual increase.

(Canyon Towhee) 
Melozone fusca
Hypothetical. One individual of this 
southwestern species was reported 
in Scotts Bluff County in September 
1975 (Nebraska Bird Review 44:30). 
The record was not accepted by the 
NOU Records Committee (1997). It is 
a permanent resident in northwestern 
Oklahoma and is casual in southwest-
ern Kansas.

Cassin’s Sparrow 
Peucaea cassinii
This southwestern sparrow is a rare or 
irregular spring and fall migrant and 
summer resident in southwestern Ne-
braska. The species has been reported 
from a number of counties, but actual 
breeding records exist only for Per-
kins and Dundy counties (Nebraska 
Bird Review 42:56, 47:14). Singing 
males have been seen in Keith and 
Garden counties (Brown et al., 1996), 
and probable breeding has occurred 
near Kilpatrick Lake, Box Butte County 
(Birding 26:416). The species is appar-
ently irruptive, moving north to breed 
periodically but normally restricted 
to the southern and western portions 
of the Plains region (American Birds 
31:133). In 2011 a major influx ar-
rived in Nebraska during a drought in 
the Southwest (Nebraska Bird Review 

78:96). No nests of Cassin’s sparrow 
were reported during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, but nesting was confirmed in 
one Sioux County survey block (Moll-
hoff, 2016). There were no confirmed 
nestings during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

American Tree Sparrow 
Spizelloides arborea
This sparrow is a common migrant 
and winter visitor statewide. It is 
widespread throughout the entire 
Plains Region during winter and on 
migration.

Migration: The range of 127 initial 
fall sightings is from September 3 to 
December 31, with a median of Octo-
ber 21. Half of the records fall within 
the period October 12 to November 2. 
Sixty-five final spring sightings range 
from January 24 to May 27, with a me-
dian of April 6. Half of the records fall 
within the period March 27 to April 
22.

Habitats: During migration and 
winter periods this species is found 
in flocks among thickets, brushy ar-
eas, and shrubby or weedy grasslands.

Comments: Tree sparrows are at-
tractive winter residents in Nebraska; 
these tiny birds seem to thrive un-
der bitterly cold conditions so long 
as sufficient food is available and the 
snow cover is not too great. The near-
est breeding area of this species is in 
northern Manitoba.

Chipping Sparrow 
Spizella passerina
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide and a common 
summer resident in all parts of Ne-
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braska except possibly for the Repub-
lican River valley. It breeds widely in 
the Plains, from North Dakota south to 
Colorado and eastern Oklahoma, and 
winters throughout the remainder of 
the region.

Migration: The range of 100 initial 
spring sightings is from January 14 to 
June 3, with a median of April 23. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 6 to May 2. Ninety-nine final fall 
records range from July 23 to Decem-
ber 20, with a median of October 2. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod September 17 to October 16.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species is associated with the mar-
gins of deciduous forests, parks, gar-
dens, residential areas, farmsteads, 
orchards, and other open areas with 
nearby or scattered trees and few or 
no shrubs. Eleven nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 85 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016). By comparison there were con-
firmed nestings in 50 blocks during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The sewing-machine-
like trill of these birds is a certain 
sign of spring in Nebraska; they ap-
pear with the first warblers and the 
leafing out of the trees. Courtship or 
rival chases among competing males 
are common then, and the birds lend 
an air of excitement and optimism 
to the days of early spring. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.6% annually) during that 
period versus a statistically slightly 
questionable estimate (based on 44 

survey routes) of a 5.3% rate of an-
nual increase in Nebraska.

Clay-colored Sparrow 
Spizella pallida
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant, and an apparently acci-
dental summer resident in Nebraska, 
with a record from Hall County in 
1973 as the only definite breeding 
report (Nebraska Bird Review 42:9). 
Probably the species nests locally in 
northern counties, since it regularly 
breeds in South Dakota. It also breeds 
in North Dakota and Minnesota, and 
appears throughout the rest of the re-
gion on migrations.

Migration: The range of 124 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 3 
to May 29, with a median of May 3. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 28 to May 8. Eighty-nine fi-
nal spring sightings range from April 
24 to June 1, with a median of May 16. 
Forty-one initial fall sightings are from 
July 23 to November 2, with a median 
of September 9. Half of the records fall 
within the period August 30 to Septem-
ber 18. Thirty-nine final fall sightings 
are from August 27 to December 18, 
with a median of October 8.

Habitats: Migrants occur in thick-
ets and weed patches among grass-
land. Breeding birds move to similar 
habitats, which provide a mixture of 
medium-stature grasses and scattered 
shrubs or low trees, or to disturbed 
lands such as cutover or burned 
woodlands.

Comments: Although rather plain 
in color, the species’ strongly striped 
head and distinctive gray half-collar 
makes identifying this species easy. 
Its slow, buzzy song is rather insect-
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like and much lower in pitch than the 
chipping sparrow’s. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decrease 
(1.14% annually) during that period.

Brewer’s Sparrow 
Spizella breweri
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant in western Nebraska, and 
a local summer resident in the west-
ern Panhandle from Sioux County 
south to Dundy County and east to 
western Box Butte County. An extra-
limital breeding record also exists for 
Howard County (Nebraska Bird Review 
41:8). Breeding in the Great Plains re-
gion is mostly limited to the western 
parts of the Dakotas, south locally to 
western Nebraska.

Migration: Twenty-seven initial 
spring sightings range from April 18 to 
May 21, with a median of May 5. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 29 to May 12. Fifteen final fall 
records range from August 18 to Octo-
ber 12, with a median of September 7.

Habitats: The Brewer’s sparrow 
in Nebraska is associated with open 
scrublands, especially short-grass 
plains with sagebrush, rabbitbrush, 
or other semiarid shrubs. No nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, but nesting was 
confirmed in two Box Butte County 
and three Dundy County survey blocks 
(Mollhoff, 2016). There were no con-
firmed nestings during the first sur-
vey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This is a modestly 
plumaged sparrow that seems to fit 
in well with its usual sagebrush hab-

itat. Another ecologically separated 
form nests at timberline in the west-
ern mountains; this “timberline spar-
row” may eventually prove to be a 
separate species.

Field Sparrow 
Spizella pusilla
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant and a locally common 
summer visitor almost statewide, ex-
cepting the Panhandle. Local nesting 
occurs at least as far west as the east-
ern end of Lake McConaughy, Keith 
County. Breeding occurs widely in 
the Plains states, excepting the drier 
southwestern regions and northern 
parts of Minnesota and North Dakota.

Migration: Eighty-one initial spring 
sightings range from February 11 to 
June 6, with a median of April 20. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 4 to May 6. Eighty-three final 
fall sightings are from August 1 to De-
cember 26, with a median of October 
6. Half of the records fall within the 
period September 23 to October 25.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son this species occurs in brushy open 
woodlands, forest edges, brushy ra-
vines or draws, sagebrush flats, aban-
doned hayfields, forest clearings, and 
similar open habitats having scat-
tered shrubs or low trees. It is simi-
lar to the chipping sparrow in its hab-
itat but depends more on shrubs and 
less on trees for nesting. Nine nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in 40 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings in 73 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).
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Comments: Field sparrows are 
among the dullest-colored of all 
grassland sparrows, but their song, a 
series of whistled notes that increase 
in pitch and frequency through the 
series, is unique. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population de-
cline (2.33% annually) during that 
period, and a Nebraska decline rate 
of 2.05% annually.

Vesper Sparrow 
Pooecetes gramineus
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide and a probable 
regular but local summer resident over 
most of the state, except that portion 
lying south of the Platte River. Breed-
ing occurs from North Dakota and Min-
nesota south to Colorado and Missouri, 
and migrants are regular in southern 
portions of the Plains region.

Migration: Eighty initial spring 
sightings are from March 4 to May 24, 
with a median of April 18. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 
13–27. Eighty-three final fall sightings 
range from August 13 to November 24, 
with a median of October 9. Half the 
records fall within the period Septem-
ber 26 to October 18.

Habitats: Migrants and breeding 
birds frequent overgrown fields, prai-
rie edges, and similar habitats where 
grasslands join or are mixed with 
shrubs and scattered low trees. Five 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 16 survey 
blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). By compar-
ison there were confirmed nestings 

in four blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The well-named ves-
per sparrow has a sweet song some-
what like that of a song sparrow, but 
it usually has only two introductory 
or “grace” notes. Its white outer tail 
feathers and white eye-ring also help 
to separate it visually from song spar-
rows. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (0.85% annually) 
during that period, whereas Nebraska 
had a statistically questionable esti-
mate (based on 33 survey routes) of a 
2.53% rate of annual increase.

Lark Sparrow 
Chondestes grammacus
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide and a com-
mon summer resident in grasslands 
throughout Nebraska, but especially 
in the Sandhills and Panhandle. Breed-
ing occurs widely through the Plains 
states, except in the northeastern re-
gions where the species is a migrant.

Migration: The range of 125 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 5 
to June 10, with a median of May 5. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 28 to May 13. Seventy-six 
final fall sightings range from July 
23 to November 13, with a median of 
September 3. Half of the records fall 
within the period August 22 to Sep-
tember 18.

Habitats: While in Nebraska, this 
species occupies natural grasslands 
or weedy fields that adjoin or include 
scattered trees, shrubs, and weeds. 
Twelve nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-
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riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, and nesting was confirmed in 
157 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). 
By comparison there were confirmed 
nestings in 167 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The lark sparrow is 
among the most attractive of Nebras-
ka’s breeding sparrows. The complex 
chestnut head markings allow for easy 
recognition, which is also aided by the 
white markings on the corners of the 
tail. Its song is rather lark-like but al-
ways has a few buzzy phrases, as if 
the bird suddenly forgot what it was 
supposed to be singing and substi-
tuted buzzy insertions. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.78% annually) during that 
period.

Black-throated Sparrow 
Amphispiza bilineata
Extremely rare. This southern spar-
row was first reported from Sioux 
County in June 1972 and in Douglas 
County during the winter of 1973–
74 (Nebraska Bird Review 40:72, 
42:18). It was also observed May 26, 
1984, near Keystone, Keith County  
(Rosche & Johnsgard, 1984), and 
photographed near Wakefield, Dixon 
County, and in Lincoln, Lancaster 
County, in the winter and spring of 
1993 (Nebraska Bird Review 64:33). 
One was banded on December 20, 
1997, in Omaha (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 65:179), where it remained until 
April. Another was seen in Antelope 
County, January 4, 1998 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 66:16). One seen at 
Creighton during December–January 

2015–16 was the seventh Nebraska 
record (Nebraska Bird Review 84:20). 
South Dakota has a single record as 
do six Kansas counties (Thompson et 
al., 2011). The nearest breeding area 
of this species is southeastern Colo-
rado and adjacent Oklahoma.

Sagebrush Sparrow 
Artemisiospiza nevadensis
Accidental. Previously known as the 
sage sparrow (Amphispiza belli) un-
til 2017, this Great Basin species was 
observed at Sowbelly Canyon, Sioux 
County, on August 6, 1989 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 58:27). The nearest 
breeding area is in eastern Wyoming.

Lark Bunting 
Calamospiza melanocorys
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident in 
western and central Nebraska, or 
generally west of a line from Boyd 
County to Nuckolls County, with 
sporadic breeding farther east, and 
rarely to northwestern Missouri (Wil-
son Bulletin 82:465). Breeding also 
occurs north to North Dakota and 
south to central Oklahoma and the 
Texas Panhandle.

Migration: The range of 104 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 8 to 
June 10, with a median of May 10. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 4–16. Sixty-five final fall sight-
ings are from July 20 to October 13, 
with a median of August 30. Half of 
the records fall within the period Au-
gust 20 to September 8.

Habitats: While in Nebraska, this 
species is usually found in mixed 
short-grass prairie and sage-domi-
nated areas, but it also occurs in areas 
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of taller grasses with scattered shrubs 
and along weedy roadsides, in retired 
croplands, and in fields of alfalfa or 
clover. Outside the breeding season 
it is highly gregarious, and it is colo-
nial even during the nesting period. 
One nest of this species was reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 17 survey 
blocks east to Kearney County (Moll-
hoff, 2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings in 28 blocks east 
to Clay County during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The lark bunting is a 
rather puzzling species as to its abun-
dance in parts of western Nebraska, 
such as near Cedar Point Biological 
Station in Keith County. There it may 
be very common one year, only to be 
gone the following, and then return 
again some years later. Perhaps lo-
cal precipitation or irrigation varia-
tions cause its periodic appearance 
and disappearance. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
the species collectively underwent a 
survey-wide population decline (2.9% 
annually) during that period, and Ne-
braska had an estimated 1.85% rate of 
annual decline.

Savannah Sparrow 
Passerculus sandwichensis
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide and a rare or 
uncommon summer resident north 
and west of a line from Scotts Bluff 
County to the southeastern corner of 
South Dakota but mainly in the north-
ern Panhandle region. Breeding in the 
Sandhills seems to be limited to the 
western and northern parts of this re-

gion. The species also breeds through-
out the Dakotas and Minnesota and 
occurs as a migrant in southern parts 
of the Plains states.

Migration: The range of 69 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 
17 to June 5, with a median of April 
22. Half of the records fall within the 
period April 15–29. Thirty-eight fi-
nal spring sightings are from April 10 
to May 30, with a median of May 10. 
Thirty-nine initial fall sightings range 
from July 28 to October 9, with a me-
dian of September 19. Half of the rec-
ords fall within the period September 
5–28. Thirty-nine final fall sightings 
are from October 2 to November 22, 
with a median of October 19.

Habitats: Migrants are usually 
found in open grasslands, lightly 
grazed pastures, and brushy edges. 
Breeding occurs in wet-meadow zones 
of wetlands and in tall-grass to mid-
grass prairies. No nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, and no nesting was con-
firmed for any of the survey blocks for 
the species (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: Savannah sparrows 
seem to be poorly named because 
their breeding habitats certainly do 
not consist of savannah; however, 
the species was actually named after 
Savannah, Georgia. The birds in Ne-
braska usually have a yellowish area 
in front of the eyes (the lores), and 
the tail is much shorter than that of 
a song sparrow or vesper sparrow. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
population decline (1.36% annually) 
during that period.
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Grasshopper Sparrow 
Ammodramus savannarum
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident 
statewide. Breeding occurs widely in 
the Plains states, except in the south-
western regions where the species oc-
curs as a migrant.

Migration: The range of 85 ini-
tial spring sightings is from March 14 
to June 10, with a median of May 6. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 27 to May 15. Sixty-seven 
final fall sightings range from July 
26 to November 6, with a median of 
September 9. Half of the records fall 
within the period August 12 to Sep-
tember 29.

Habitats: Migrants and breeding 
birds occur in mixed-grass prairies, 
pasturelands, short-grass prairies, 
sage prairies, and to a limited extent 
in tall-grass prairies. Areas that have 
grown up to shrubs are avoided, but 
scattered trees in grassland are some-
times used for song perches. A total 
of 190 nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, and nesting was confirmed in 74 
survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). By 
comparison there were confirmed 
nestings in 82 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Few grassland spar-
rows in Nebraska can be as common 
as the grasshopper sparrow, but it 
is so secretive that birders can be in 
the field all day without seeing a sin-
gle one. Yet its grasshopper-like buzz 
may be evident almost everywhere—
and if a bird is seen, its rather large 
beak and striped head pattern is quite 
distinctive. The birds feed largely on 

grasshoppers during their time in Ne-
braska, which might help account for 
their strong beak. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population de-
cline (2.52% annually) during that pe-
riod, and an estimated 1.91% rate of 
annual decline rate in Nebraska.

Baird’s Sparrow 
Ammodramus bairdii
This sparrow is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant over most of Ne-
braska but probably is less common 
eastwardly and rare in the extreme 
eastern counties. Breeding occurs in 
North Dakota and northern South Da-
kota, and migrants appear through-
out the western portions of the re-
gion. Probable breeding in Sioux 
County, Nebraska, occurred in 1996, 
when three territorial males were 
seen (Audubon Society Field Notes 
50:967). A singing male was reported 
from Banner County in 1996 (Brogie, 
1997), and three were found in Sioux 
County in 2010 (Nebraska Bird Review 
78:59).

Migration: The range of 44 spring 
sightings is from March 24 to June 8, 
with a median of April 29. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 19 
to May 5. Fifteen initial fall sightings 
are from July 26 to October 21, with 
a median of September 26. Fifteen fi-
nal fall sightings are from September 
10 to November 11, with a median of 
October 18. Half of the total fall sight-
ings fall within the period September 
23 to October 8.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with prairies and other natural grass-
lands.
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Comments: This is one of the least 
abundant but most attractive of the 
prairie endemic sparrows. It has been 
declining in recent years, presumably 
because of losses in prairie habitats. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide pop-
ulation decline (2.17% annually) dur-
ing that period.

Henslow’s Sparrow 
Ammodramus henslowii
This sparrow is a local spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident 
in southeastern Nebraska (Nebraska 
Bird Review 75:13–16, 53–60, 116). 
Most records are for Adams and Web-
ster counties, but the species has 
been seen west to Lincoln, Logan, and 
Keith counties. Breeding records ex-
tend west to Hall County, where the 
birds are common nesters at the Crane 
Trust (Nebraska Bird Review 75:84). 
It also breeds in southern Minnesota, 
western Iowa, and eastern Kansas, 
and it migrates through eastern Okla-
homa.

Migration: Twenty-one initial 
spring sightings range from April 6 
to May 29, with a median of April 29. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 25 to May 4. Thirteen fi-
nal fall sightings are from August 5 
to October 23, with a median of Sep-
tember 26.

Habitats: While in Nebraska, this 
species is found in weedy pastures 
and meadows, neglected grassy fields, 
and pasturelands, especially those 
that are low-lying and rather damp. 
Scattered low bushes are also often 
present in breeding habitats, provid-
ing song perches, but nesting is done 

on the ground. No nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, but nesting was confirmed 
in one Hall County survey block (Moll-
hoff, 2016). There were no confirmed 
nestings during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The development of 
the Conservation Reserve Program in 
southeastern Nebraska has evidently 
helped this rare resident. Henslow’s 
sparrow seems to favor overgrown, 
weedy fields that result from letting 
land lie fallow for several years. How-
ever, nationally the species has de-
clined by more than 90% during the 
past several decades and may soon be 
a candidate for the endangered spe-
cies list. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (1.53% 
annually) during that period.

LeConte’s Sparrow 
Ammodramus leconteii
This sparrow is an inconspicuous 
but regular and probably uncommon 
spring and fall migrant in eastern Ne-
braska, rare or absent westwardly. 
Breeding occurs in North Dakota and 
northern Minnesota, and migrants are 
found in the eastern portions of the 
Plains region.

Migration: Fifty-four initial spring 
sightings are from April 1 to June 7, 
with a median of April 29. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 21 
to May 8. Thirteen final spring sight-
ings are from April 17 to May 19, with 
a median of May 2. Twenty-one ini-
tial fall sightings are from July 25 to 
October 15, with a median of Septem-
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Figure 13. Grassland songbirds: Henslow’s sparrow (top left), dickcissel 
(top right), Cassin’s sparrow (middle left), Brewer’s sparrow (middle right), 
grasshopper sparrow (bottom left), and clay-colored sparrow (bottom right)
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ber 22. Seventeen final fall sightings 
are from July 26 to November 9, with 
a median of October 20.

Habitats: Migrants are found in 
wet meadows and marshy edges with 
sedges, cattails, and deep grasses.

Comments: This bird is one of those 
hard-to-see sparrows that is highly 
memorable. On rare occasions, a 
LeConte’s sparrow perches on the top 
of a marshy grass stem long enough 
to see and appreciate its rich golden 
eye-stripe and heavily striped head 
and back.

Nelson’s Sparrow 
Ammodramus nelsoni
This sparrow is an inconspicuous and 
seemingly rare spring and fall mi-
grant in eastern Nebraska, with rel-
atively few records available. Most 
of the sightings are from the eastern 
half of the state, but it has been seen 
west to Custer, Cherry, and Sheridan 
counties. It has been reported more 
often in Lancaster County than else-
where in the state. Breeding occurs in 
North Dakota and adjacent areas, and 
migrants occur in eastern portions of 
the region.

Migration: Five spring sightings 
are from March 29 to May 30, with a 
mean of May 5. Three of the records 
are for the month of May. Nine fall 
rec ords are from September 7 to Octo-
ber 21, with a mean of September 30. 
Five of the records are for the month 
of October.

Habitats: Migrants are found along 
the wet edges of marshes and sloughs, 
usually in even wetter habitats than 
those used by the LeConte’s sparrow.

Comments: Perhaps even harder 
to see than the LeConte’s sparrow, 

the Nelson’s sparrow is also a bird of 
dense marshy vegetation. It is even 
more golden-tinted than the LeConte’s 
but has a dark brown crown rather 
than a strongly striped one.

Fox Sparrow 
Passerella iliaca
This sparrow is a spring and fall mi-
grant statewide, ranging from com-
mon to uncommon in eastern areas 
to rare or very rare in western parts 
of the state. It also occurs throughout 
the Plains states as a migrant or win-
tering form, becoming vary rare west-
wardly.

Migration: Fifty-three initial spring 
sightings are from January 4 to June 
4, with a median of March 30. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
March 17 to April 18. Twenty-two final 
spring sightings are from April 1 to 
23, with a median of April 10. Thirty-
one initial fall records are from Au-
gust 2 to November 11, with a me-
dian of October 11. Half of the records 
fall within the period October 5–17. 
Twenty-eight final fall sightings are 
from August 18 to December 31, with 
a median of November 11.

Habitats: Migrants are usually as-
sociated with brushy woodlands, 
streamside thickets, and sometimes 
residential shrubbery.

Comments: The fox sparrow is per-
fectly named; it has an overall fox-
brown plumage cast, and it moves 
about secretively on the ground, usu-
ally in fairly dense cover, where it 
scratches towhee-like for food. It 
looks something like an oversized 
song sparrow, as its breast is pat-
terned in a similar way, and its tail is 
fairly long.
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Song Sparrow 
Melospiza melodia
This sparrow is a common spring 
and fall migrant and uncommon win-
ter visitor statewide, and an uncom-
mon summer resident. Breeding is 
probably limited mostly to the east-
ern parts of the state. Recent east-
ern rec ords are for at least Antelope, 
Cuming, Boone, Polk, Platte, Colfax, 
Lancaster, Gage, and Nemaha coun-
ties, and others west to Buffalo, Hall, 
Valley, Phelps, and Webster counties. 
Breeding occurs from North Dakota 
and Minnesota southward to Colo-
rado and northeastern Kansas, and 
migrants are regular to the south of 
these regions.

Migration: Forty-five initial spring 
sightings are from January 1 to June 
6, with a median of April 8. Forty-five 
final spring sightings are from Jan-
uary 12 to June 3, with a median of 
April 30. Seventy-six initial fall sight-
ings are from August 2 to November 2, 
with a median of September 30. Forty-
four final fall sightings are from Octo-
ber 6 to December 31, with a median 
of December 20. The data suggest that 
this species commonly overwinters in 
Nebraska and that its migration ten-
dencies are very poorly defined.

Habitats: Migrants and winter-
ing birds occur in weedy areas, thick-
ets, and streamside woodland edges. 
Breeding occurs in similar habitats, 
including forest margins, shrubby 
swamps, the brushy edges of ponds, 
shelterbelts, and farmsteads. Three 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 29 survey 
blocks west to Morrill County (Moll-

hoff, 2016). By comparison there were 
confirmed nestings in 12 blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: One of the most appeal-
ing of Nebraska’s native sparrows, 
the song sparrow’s typical song be-
gins something like Beethoven’s third 
symphony, with three well-spaced in-
troductory whistles, followed by a 
melodious phrase. This sparrow has 
a blotchy spot in the middle of its 
streaked breast, and it pumps its long-
ish tail in flight. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(0.76% annually) during that period 
versus a statistically questionable es-
timate (based on 16 survey routes) of 
a 5.76% rate of increase in Nebraska.

Lincoln’s Sparrow 
Melospiza lincolnii
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide. It also occurs 
throughout the other Plains states as 
a migrant or wintering species.

Migration: Ninety-four initial 
spring sightings are from January 2 
to May 29, with a median of April 26. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 19 to May 7. Sixty-two fi-
nal spring sightings are from April 20 
to May 31, with a median of May 13. 
Forty-eight initial fall sightings are 
from September 2 to October 12, with 
a median of September 15. Half of the 
records fall within the period Septem-
ber 7–17. Twenty-five final fall sight-
ings are from September 20 to Decem-
ber 29, with a median of October 19.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with streamside thickets, thick weedy 
areas, and other rather dense grassy 
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or weedy areas close to water, oc-
curring less frequently in residential 
shrubbery.

Comments: The Lincoln’s spar-
row was not named in honor of Abra-
ham Lincoln but rather by John James 
Audubon for his young field assistant, 
who thus certainly was one of the 
youngest persons ever to have a bird 
named after him. The grayish cheeks, 
supraorbital stripes, and hindneck of 
this species help to identify it, as does 
a soft grayish buff breast-band. The 
nearest breeding area of this species 
is in Wyoming’s Bighorn Mountains 
(Faulkner, 2012; Canterbury, Johns-
gard & Downing, 2013).

Swamp Sparrow 
Melospiza georgiana
This sparrow is a spring and fall mi-
grant statewide, ranging from uncom-
mon in the eastern to central counties 
to very rare in western regions. It is a 
local summer resident in many central 
Nebraska marshes, including Antelope, 
Boone, Brown, Garden, Howard, Loup, 
Phelps, Rock, Sheridan, and Wheeler 
counties; very locally in the Rainwa-
ter Basin; and perhaps along the Mis-
souri River. Breeding occurs in Min-
nesota and the eastern portions of the 
Dakotas, and migrants are regular in 
eastern portions of the Plains region.

Migration: Thirty-three initial 
spring sightings are from March 30 to 
June 6, with a median of April 23. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 10–30. Fourteen final spring 
sightings are from April 13 to May 25, 
with a median of May 7. Nineteen ini-
tial fall sightings are from July 21 to 
October 21, with a median of Septem-
ber 30. Thirteen final fall sightings 

are from October 2 to December 29, 
with a median of October 24.

Habitats: Migrants are found in 
marshy areas, and during the breed-
ing season nesting occurs in marshes 
or other wetlands having such veg-
etation as cattails, phragmites, and 
shrubs or small trees. Three nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and nesting was 
confirmed in four survey blocks of 
Garden, Rock, Hall, and Valley coun-
ties (Mollhoff, 2016). By comparison 
there were confirmed nestings in six 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: The swamp sparrow is 
a semicolonial nester whose habitat 
needs seemingly limit it to only a few 
known nesting locations in Nebraska. 
Its song rather strongly resembles 
that of a chipping sparrow, but the 
trills are slower and more melodious. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation increase (0.93% annually) dur-
ing that period.

White-throated Sparrow 
Zonotrichia albicollis
This sparrow is a spring and fall mi-
grant statewide, common in eastern 
Nebraska and becoming uncommon to 
rare westwardly, and a locally com-
mon winter visitor. The species breeds 
in northern parts of North Dakota and 
Minnesota, and throughout the entire 
Plains region as a migrant or winter-
ing form.

Migration: Sixty-five initial fall 
sightings range from September 18 to 
November 25, with a median of Octo-
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ber 3. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 25 to October 
5. Fifty-two final spring sightings are 
from February 2 to June 4, with a me-
dian of May 12. Half of the records fall 
within the period May 6–17.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with woodland edges, thickets, weedy 
fields, and sheltered areas near water, 
and they sometimes come to feeding 
stations during winter.

Comments: People who feed birds 
through the winter soon come to rec-
ognize this rather robust sparrow; 
in Nebraska many of these white-
throated birds have a golden cast in 
the loral area in front of the eyes. Its 
beak is pinker and its throat whiter 
than those field marks in the similar 
white-crowned sparrow. The near-
est breeding area of this species is in 
northern Minnesota.

Harris’s Sparrow 
Zonotrichia querula
This sparrow is a spring and fall mi-
grant statewide, abundant in eastern 
counties and common farther west. 
Wintering is regular in the southern 
parts of the state. The species occurs 
throughout the entire Plains region as 
a migrant or wintering form.

Migration: The range of 115 initial 
fall sightings is from August 13 to De-
cember 31, with a median of October 
14. Half of the records fall within the 
period October 4–22. Ninety-five final 
spring sightings are from February 8 
to June 10, with a median of May 12. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 9–16.

Habitats: Migrants and winter-
ing birds occur in rural, suburban, 

or urban areas that have shrubs, low 
trees, and tall weedy plants, often 
near streamside woodland edges or 
thickets.

Comments: Nebraskans can count 
themselves lucky for being in the 
heart of the migratory route of the 
Harris’s sparrow. It is the largest of 
the “crowned” sparrows and one of 
the prettiest, with a variably black 
throat during winter (the black grad-
ually becomes more evident during 
spring) and a bright pink beak. The 
nearest breeding area of this species 
is in northern Manitoba.

White-crowned Sparrow 
Zonotrichia leucophrys
This sparrow is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide and a locally 
common winter visitor. The species 
occurs throughout the entire region 
as a migrant or wintering form.

Migration: Ninety-eight initial fall 
sightings range from August 25 to De-
cember 29, with a median of October 
3. Half of the records fall within the 
period September 21 to October 16. 
Eighty-two final spring sightings are 
from February 1 to May 27, with a me-
dian of May 15. Half of the records fall 
within the period May 2–8.

Habitats: Migrants are associ-
ated with thickets, woodland edges, 
and weedy areas, sometimes moving 
to farmyards and feeding stations in 
winter.

Comments: About the same size as 
the white-throated sparrow, this spe-
cies has a more grayish throat but 
a whiter beak than does the white-
throated sparrow. Both come to win-
ter feeders, but in Nebraska the 
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white-crowned is much rarer under 
such conditions. The nearest breed-
ing area of this species is in western 
Wyoming.

Golden-crowned Sparrow 
Zonotrichia atricapilla
Extremely rare. Nebraska’s first 
golden-crowned sparrow was banded 
in Thomas County in May 1950. Other 
singles were seen repeatedly in east-
ern Cherry County in April 1962, in 
Scotts Bluff County in May 1966, in 
McPherson County in October 1966 
(Nebraska Bird Review 18:68, 34:70, 
35:24), and in Harlan County on De-
cember 18, 1998 (Brogie, 1999). The 
first winter record (January 2017), 
in Knox County, was the sixth for the 
state (Nebraska Bird Review 85:21). 
The nearest breeding area of this spe-
cies is in southwestern Alberta.

Dark-eyed Junco 
Junco hyemalis
This sparrow is a common migrant 
and winter visitor statewide, and a lo-
cal summer resident in the Pine Ridge 
region of Sioux and Dawes counties. 
The species also breeds in western 
South Dakota and Minnesota, and oc-
curs throughout the region during mi-
gration or winter. The Oregon phe-
notype (consisting of several races, 
including the so-called “pink-sided” 
mernsi) is fairly common through 
the state, and the gray-headed race 
caniceps is an irregular and occa-
sional winter visitor in western Ne-
braska, sometimes occurring as far 
east as Lincoln, Webster, Adams, and 
Lancaster counties. The somewhat 
larger and paler white-winged race is 

a breeder in the Black Hills and ad-
jacent Pine Ridge region, and it win-
ters in the Panhandle. The relatively 
little-studied cismontanus race (“Cas-
siar” junco) of the Pacific Northwest 
is now thought to be an intergrade be-
tween the Oregon and slate-colored 
forms and is fairly common statewide 
during winter (Nebraska Bird Review 
81:87–93; 82:71; 84:22, 178; 85:21).

Migration: The range of 105 initial 
fall sightings is from September 1 to 
December 31, with a median of Octo-
ber 6. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 26 to October 
15. Seventy-five final spring sightings 
are from January 1 to May 20, with 
a median of April 15. Half of the re-
cords fall within the period March 27 
to April 25. Four initial fall sightings 
of caniceps are from September 21 to 
October 21, with a mean of October 
3. Twenty final spring sightings are 
from January 1 to May 18, with a me-
dian of March 23.

Habitats: Migrants and wintering 
birds are widely distributed in wood-
lands, suburbs, and residential ar-
eas, foraging on the ground and of-
ten visiting feeding stations. Breeding 
in the Black Hills occurs in coniferous 
forests, aspen groves, and deciduous 
woodlands in hollows, canyons, and 
gulches, and in the Pine Ridge region 
similar habitats are probably used. 
One nest of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, but 
nesting was confirmed in seven sur-
vey blocks of Sioux, Dawes, and Sher-
idan counties (Mollhoff, 2016). There 
were no confirmed nestings during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).
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Comments: One of the common-
est of Nebraska’s wintering sparrows, 
the dark-eyed junco often betrays its 
identity by flashing its white outer 
tail feathers as it is flushed and disap-
pears into heavy cover. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population decline 
(1.38% annually) during that period.

B
Family Icteriidae  

(Chats)

Yellow-breasted Chat 
Icteria virens
This warbler-like species was previ-
ously a common spring and fall mi-
grant and summer resident statewide 
in suitable habitats, but in recent 
years the population of its eastern 
race in the Missouri Valley and east-
ern Platte Valley has nearly disap-
peared. It is still uncommon to oc-
casional in the western parts of the 
state. Breeding is widespread in the 
Plains states, especially southwardly, 
but eastern Great Plains populations 
have been in sharp decline.

Migration: The range of 120 initial 
spring sightings is from April 23 to 
June 7, with a median of May 15. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 10–21. The range of 63 final fall 
sightings is from July 21 to October 16, 
with a median of September 9. Half of 
the records fall within the period Au-
gust 21 to September 23.

Habitats: Breeding birds usually fa-
vor ravine or streamside thickets, es-
pecially those with small trees and tall 
shrubs, as well as forest edges, dense 
stands of tree saplings, and clumps of 
shrubs in overgrazed pastures. Two 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in eight survey 
blocks east to Morrill County, whereas 
during the first atlas surveys six con-
firmed nesting blocks extended east 
to Loup County and probable nestings 
to Douglas County (Mollhoff, 2001, 
2016).

Comments: This bird is easily the 
largest and most vocal (thus the name 
“chat”) of all the warbler-like spe-
cies. A displaying male utters an ex-
tended series and variety of bizarre 
whistles, squawks, and rattles, both 
while perched and while in flight. 
During flight display it lowers its legs, 
pumps its tail, and and flies rather 
jerkily with deep wing strokes, while 
its throat feathers are fluffed so the 
area appears to be inflated, a posture 
rendered admirably by J. J. Audubon 
in his iconic painting of the species 
(male on left). In 2017 the chat was 
removed from the warbler group and 
placed in a new monotypic family (Ic-
tariidae) of still uncertain relation-
ships. Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population decline (0.5% annu-
ally) during that period.

B
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Family Icteridae 
(Blackbirds, Orioles, and 

Meadowlarks)

Bobolink 
Dolichonyx oryzivorus
This species is a spring and fall mi-
grant throughout Nebraska and is 
fairly common in central Nebraska 
but less common in the eastern and 
western regions. It is a summer res-
ident throughout most of the state, 
west to Sioux County in the Panhan-
dle and Garden County in the Sand-
hills, and within the southern limits 
occurring between the Platte and Re-
publican Rivers. Breeding occurs from 
North Dakota and Minnesota south lo-
cally to central Kansas, and migrants 
are regular to the south of this region.

Migration: The range of 116 initial 
spring sightings is from March 20 to 
June 20, with a median of May 16. 
Kansas spring records are from April 
2 to June 11, and the fall records are 
mostly from August 15 to November 7, 
with a median of October 9 (Thomp-
son et al., 2011).

Habitats: While in Nebraska, this 
species is usually found in ungrazed 
to lightly grazed medium-height to 
tall-grass prairies, wet meadows, and 
retired croplands; it occasionally ex-
tends into small-grain croplands. 
There were 76 probable and 15 con-
firmed nesting blocks during the first 
Breeding Bird Atlas survey, mostly lo-
cated between the Platte and Republi-
can Rivers and especially in the Sand-
hills, and 98% of the nesting blocks 
were in grassland habitat (Mollhoff, 
2001). A total of 128 probable nests of 

this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and there were 
9 confirmed nesting blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016). Forty-seven percent of the 91 
nests documented during the second 
survey had been parasitized by cow-
birds, one of the highest levels of cow-
bird parasitism reported in the litera-
ture (Johnsgard, 1997a).

Comments: Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the bobolink collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(2.06% annually) during that period 
versus an estimated 1.8% rate of in-
crease in Nebraska, based on 40 sur-
vey routes.

Red-winged Blackbird 
Agelaius phoeniceus
This species is an abundant spring 
and fall migrant statewide and a com-
mon to abundant summer resident 
throughout Nebraska in suitable hab-
itats. It overwinters fairly frequently, 
and large numbers of migrants pass 
through the state every spring and 
fall. The species is a migrant or 
breeder throughout the Plains states.

Migration: The range of 90 initial 
spring sightings is from January 1 to 
May 26, with a median of March 3. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod February 17 to March 17. Eighty 
final fall sightings range from August 
8 to December 31, with a median of 
November 21. Half of the records fall 
within the period November 3 to De-
cember 21.

Habitats: Breeding occurs on a wide 
range of habitats, from deep marshes 
or the emergent zones of lakes and im-
poundments, through progressively 
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drier habitats such as wet mead-
ows, ditches, brushy patches in prai-
rie, hayfields, and weedy croplands or 
roadsides. Migrants often are seen in 
flocks of other blackbird species, feed-
ing in fields or elsewhere, but roosting 
is typically done in wet areas rather 
than in residential locations. A total 
of 45 nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect; there were 227 confirmed nesting 
blocks and 188 probables (Mollhoff, 
2016). Forty-seven percent of the 45 
nests found during the second sur-
vey had been parasitized by cowbirds, 
the same percentage as were found in 
bobolink nests. There were 209 con-
firmed nesting blocks and 188 proba-
ble nestings during the first survey pe-
riod (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The red-winged black-
bird is one of Nebraska’s most abun-
dant breeding birds, numbering in the 
tens of millions, and also one of the 
most attractive. Like several other 
grassland nesting birds, this species 
experiences a big impact caused by 
brown-headed cowbirds; few nests 
of redwings in Nebraska seem to sur-
vive without being parasitized. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.93% annually) during that 
period, and an estimated 0.25% rate 
of annual decline in Nebraska.

Eastern Meadowlark 
Sturnella magna
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, be-
coming rarer westwardly, and a sum-
mer resident in southeastern coun-

ties and locally elsewhere. The species 
is a fairly common breeder east of a 
line from Gage to Thurston counties, 
and there is local breeding along river 
courses and wet meadows as far west 
as Sioux and Morrill counties. The 
redwing is also common through-
out the western Sandhills, and it ex-
tends west along the South Platte to 
the Colorado border, where hybrid-
ization with the western meadowlark 
is apparently quite frequent (Trans-
actions Kansas Academy of Sciences 
75:19). Sometimes it overwinters in 
Nebraska. The species also breeds in 
Minnesota, Iowa, eastern Kansas, and 
most of Oklahoma.

Migration: Fifty-nine initial spring 
sightings range from January 1 to May 
30, with a median of April 8. Half of 
the records fall within the period 
March 17 to May 6. Thirty final fall 
sightings are from August 2 to Decem-
ber 31, with a median of October 10. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod September 20 to November 20.

Habitats: Breeding birds are asso-
ciated with tall-grass prairies, mead-
ows, and open croplands of small 
grain as well as weedy orchards and 
similar open, grass-dominated habi-
tats. At the western edge of its range 
in the Sandhills and along the Platte 
River it is limited to low and rather 
moist habitats around marshes and in 
wet meadows. A total of 99 nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, and there were 
16 confirmed nesting blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016). Thirty-eight percent of 
the nests found during the second 
survey had been parasitized by cow-
birds. There were 30 confirmed nest-
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ing blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Although national popu-
lations of the eastern meadowlark have 
decreased by 53% since 1966, the birds 
are still common in eastern Nebraska, 
and around Lincoln and Omaha the 
two species of meadowlarks are about 
equally common. In these regions the 
eastern species can usually be found 
on meadows near water, and the west-
erns on drier hilltops. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population decline 
(3.28% annually) during that period, 
and an estimated 1.34 rate of decline 
in Nebraska.

Western Meadowlark 
Sturnella neglecta
This familiar and well-loved species 
is a common spring and fall migrant 
statewide and a common summer res-
ident virtually throughout Nebraska, 
except perhaps in the extreme south-
eastern counties. It overwinters in 
the state fairly frequently. The spe-
cies also breeds almost throughout the 
Plains states, except the eastern parts 
of Kansas and Oklahoma.

Migration: Sixty-one initial spring 
sightings range from January 1 to May 
26, with a median of March 4. Half of 
the records fall within the period Feb-
ruary 9 to March 21. Forty-three final 
fall sightings are from August 20 to 
December 31, with a median of Octo-
ber 28. Half of the records fall within 
the period October 10 to November 21. 
Apparently the western meadowlark is 
an earlier spring and later fall migrant 
than is the eastern meadowlark, and it 
is also more prone to overwintering.

Habitats: In Nebraska this spe-
cies is associated with tall-grass and 
mixed-grass prairies, hayfields, wet 
meadows, the weedy borders of crop-
lands, retired croplands, and to a lim-
ited extent with short-grass and sage-
dominated plains, where it is limited 
to moister situations. A total of 235 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
there were 219 confirmed nestings 
(Mollhoff, 2016). Forty-three percent 
(100) of the nests found during the 
second survey had been parasitized by 
cowbirds. By comparison, there were 
228 confirmed nesting blocks dur-
ing the first survey, and 6 nests were 
found (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This is the state bird of 
Nebraska (and also of several other 
states), which is a reflection of the 
affection our citizens have for mead-
owlarks. The overall range of the 
western meadowlark is much greater 
than that of the eastern, and it has 
not suffered as much from land-use 
changes. Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(1.29% annually) in that period, and 
an estimated 1.34% rate of annual 
decline in Nebraska.

Yellow-headed Blackbird 
Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus
This species is a common to abundant 
spring and fall migrant statewide, and 
a locally common summer resident in 
permanent marshes throughout Ne-
braska. Breeding occurs from North 
Dakota and Minnesota south locally 
to Kansas and southern Colorado.
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Migration: The range of 103 initial 
spring sightings is from January 1 to 
June 5, with a median of April 21. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
April 11 to May 1. Eighty-two final fall 
sightings range from July 23 to De-
cember 28, with a median of Septem-
ber 18. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 4–30.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son the yellow-headed blackbird occurs 
in deep marshes, the marsh zones of 
lakes or shallow impoundments, and 
wherever else there are extensive 
stands of cattails, bulrushes or phrag-
mites. It is often found breeding in as-
sociation with red-winged blackbirds, 
utilizing the deeper portions of the 
marsh. Migrants are sometimes seen 
flying or perching with groups of red-
winged blackbirds, but more often 
they remain separate from them. A to-
tal of 38 nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, 
and there were 26 confirmed nestings 
(Mollhoff, 2016). By comparison, there 
were 50 confirmed nesting blocks dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This very attractive 
species breeds in deeper, more open 
wetlands than does the red-winged 
blackbird, and it seems to prefer 
somewhat alkaline marshes to fresh-
water; thus it becomes more common 
in the Sandhills marshes as one pro-
ceeds westward. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population de-
cline (0.06% annually) during that 
period, and Nebraska had an esti-
mated 0.01% rate of annual decline.

Rusty Blackbird 
Euphagus carolinus
This species is an uncommon to oc-
casional fall, winter, and spring mi-
grant in eastern Nebraska, becoming 
rarer westwardly, and rare or irreg-
ular in extreme western counties. It 
overwinters frequently in the state. 
The species migrates through the en-
tire Plains states.

Migration: Forty-five initial spring 
sightings range from January 1 to 
May 19, with a median of March 22. 
Twenty-one final spring sightings 
range from January 5 to May 23, with 
a median of April 14. Twenty-five ini-
tial fall sightings are from August 10 
to December 17, with a median of No-
vember 3. Twenty-one final fall sight-
ings are from October 4 to December 
31, with a median of December 26. 
The large proportion of final sightings 
in late December suggest that this 
species overwinters rather frequently 
in Nebraska, as is true in Kansas.

Habitats: Migrants and wintering 
birds are usually found in deciduous 
woodlands near streams, rather than 
in the open marshlands, grasslands, 
and croplands favored by other spe-
cies of blackbirds in Nebraska.

Comments: The rusty blackbird is 
the only blackbird that occurs in Ne-
braska strictly as a winter resident. 
There is an early report of nesting 
in Hall County, but this seems highly 
questionable, considering the known 
breeding range of this species. The 
nearest breeding area is in central 
Manitoba. This is a seriously declin-
ing species; Breeding Bird Surveys be-
tween 1966 and 2015 indicate that it 
collectively underwent a survey-wide 
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population decline (3.53% annually) 
during that period.

Brewer’s Blackbird 
Euphagus cyanocephalus
This species is a common spring 
and fall migrant statewide, becom-
ing very common in the Panhandle, 
where it is a summer resident from 
Sioux to Sheridan counties and south 
to Scotts Bluff County. It might also 
breed southwest of the Wildcat Hills 
(Nebraska Bird Review 78:102). Brew-
er’s blackbird overwinters in the state 
infrequently. Breeding occurs from 
North Dakota and Minnesota south to 
eastern Colorado, and migrants ap-
pear throughout the entire region.

Migration: Sixty-three initial 
spring sightings range from January 
1 to May 25, with a median of April 
12. Half of the records fall within the 
period March 22 to April 24. Forty-
five final fall sightings are from Sep-
tember 1 to December 31, with a me-
dian of November 5. There is a much 
lower proportion of late December 
records for the Brewer’s blackbird 
than for the rusty blackbird, which 
suggests that overwintering is rather 
rare in this species.

Habitats: Migrants are usually 
seen in pastures, barnyards, and grain 
fields, often in the company of other 
kinds of blackbirds. During the breed-
ing season, the birds favor low-stat-
ure grasslands, such as mowed road-
sides or burned areas near railroads, 
residential areas, and farmsteads. Ar-
eas that have a combination of grassy 
habitats, scattered shrubs or small 
trees, and nearby water are espe-
cially favored. Two nests of this spe-

cies were reported during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and there were 11 
confirmed nestings (Mollhoff, 2016). 
By comparison, there were four con-
firmed nesting blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Although frequent in 
western Nebraska during summer, 
there are few records of breeding in 
the state. However, nesting has been 
documented in Sioux County (Smiley 
Canyon) and near Harrison (Nebraska 
Bird Review 73:19). Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species had a survey-wide 
population decline (2.25% annually) 
in that period.

Common Grackle 
Quiscalus quiscula
This species is a common to abundant 
spring and fall migrant and summer 
resident statewide and an occasional 
winter resident, especially in southern 
counties. The species breeds through-
out the entire Plains states, except in 
the most arid portions of the south-
west.

Migration: Eighty-two initial 
spring sightings range from January 
22 to June 7, with a median of March 
26. Half of the records fall within the 
period March 16 to April 6. Ninety fi-
nal fall records are from August 9 to 
December 30, with a median of Octo-
ber 28. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 30 to Decem-
ber 3. Nearly half of the records are 
for December, so overwintering may 
occur fairly frequently, as is also the 
case in Kansas, especially near feed-
lots (Thompson et al., 2011).
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Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son, this species frequents wood-
land edges or areas partially planted 
to trees, such as residential areas, 
parks, farmsteads, shelterbelts, and 
the like. Tall shrub thickets near crop-
lands or marshlands are also used. Mi-
grants are often seen in large flocks 
in residential and rural areas. A to-
tal of 12 nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, 
and there were 276 confirmed nest-
ings (Mollhoff, 2016). By compari-
son, there were 259 confirmed nesting 
blocks during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001).

Comments: Like the other “black-
birds,” this grackle is especially abun-
dant during fall migration, when vast 
mixed flocks appear during late Sep-
tember and October on their way 
southward. Common grackles are 
also egg stealers and nestling eat-
ers, so they sometimes cause some 
damage to the reproductive efforts 
of other nesting songbirds. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.75% annually) during that 
period, and an estimated 0.49% rate 
of annual decline in Nebraska.

Great-tailed Grackle 
Quiscalus mexicanus
This large southern grackle is an in-
creasingly regular and now locally un-
common spring and fall migrant, and 
a local summer resident throughout 
Nebraska, north into eastern South 
Dakota. The species was first found 
breeding in the state in 1976, when 
nesting was detected in Adams and 

Douglas counties (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 45:18). During the early atlasing 
years nesting was confirmed in Ad-
ams, Fillmore, Gage, Lancaster, and 
Otoe counties (Mollhoff, 2001). It was 
later found nesting rather widely in 
wetlands south of the Platte River, in-
cluding Funk Waterfowl Production 
Area and Kiowa Springs, and at wet-
lands near Hastings, Grand Island, 
and Ogallala.

Migration: Five initial spring sight-
ings are from March 31 to May 14, 
with a mean of April 21. Most breed-
ing birds depart by the end of August; 
the latest fall record is November 27. 
The migration chronology is similar 
to that of the common grackle (Ne-
braska Bird Review 83:19). In Kansas 
migrants usually arrive about mid-
March, but hundreds to thousands 
often overwinter in the southern 
and northeastern parts of the state 
(Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: Breeding occurs in a wide 
variety of habitats, but these usually 
include both open ground and nearby 
water, so this bird is common in irri-
gated croplands. A total of 42 nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and there were 20 
confirmed nestings (Mollhoff, 2016). 
By comparison, there were seven con-
firmed nesting blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: It is regrettable that 
great-tailed grackles have made their 
way into Nebraska because they are 
efficient predators of the eggs and 
young of other species of songbirds. 
Yet, they are interesting to watch, and 
probably not nearly so destructive as 
brown-headed cowbirds. Breeding 
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Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2003 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
increase (1.99% annually) during that 
period, and a statistically unreliable 
(based on ten survey routes) estimate 
of 27.19% rate of annual increase in 
Nebraska. This is Nebraska’s only ic-
terid species that isn’t nationally de-
clining in population.

Brown-headed Cowbird 
Molothrus ater
This species is a common to abun-
dant spring and fall migrant, and a 
common summer resident statewide. 
Breeding also occurs throughout the 
entire Great Plains.

Migration: Eighty-three initial 
spring sightings range from January 
6 to May 26, with a median of April 
17. Half of the records fall within the 
period April 2 to May 1. Eighty-five fi-
nal fall sightings are from August 1 to 
December 31, with a median of Octo-
ber 7. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 11 to November 
27. Nearly 20% of the records are for 
December, suggesting that some over-
wintering may occur, as is common 
in Kansas.

Habitats: Breeding by this so-
cially parasitic species usually oc-
curs in woodland edges, brushy thick-
ets, and other habitats where low 
and scattered trees are interspersed 
with grasslands. Migrants are often 
found in fields among cattle. Prai-
rie and edge-nesting host species are 
most often parasitized, including both 
meadowlarks, dickcissel, bobolink, 
and grasshopper sparrow, but some 
woodland-nesting birds such as wood 
thrush, red-eyed vireo, and American 

redstart are also vulnerable. A total 
of 394 nests involving 28 host species 
of this brood parasite were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in 84 survey 
blocks. There were 276 confirmed 
nestings involving cowbird eggs dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project (Moll-
hoff, 2016), and 76 confirmed nest-
ings during the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001). Considering both surveys, 
the most frequently parasitized hosts 
were the western meadowlark (88 re-
cords), bobolink (86 records), grass-
hopper sparrow (69 records), dickcis-
sel (62 records), eastern meadowlark 
(42 records), and red-winged black-
bird (27 records). Other hosts that 
were parasitized two or more times 
included the eastern phoebe, brown 
thrasher, common yellowthroat, yel-
low warbler, chipping sparrow, field 
sparrow, lark sparrow, northern car-
dinal, blue grosbeak, and orchard ori-
ole (Mollhoff, 2001, 2016). A total of 
28 species were parasitized among 
the 394 host nests found during the 
second survey period. Cowbird eggs 
were present at a rate of 93% to 98% 
of the 413 blocks that were surveyed 
during both of the two study peri-
ods, and the cowbird was the sec-
ond most commonly reported species 
statewide. The number of cowbird 
eggs present per nest ranged from 
one (155 nests) to nine (one dickcis-
sel nest) (Mollhoff, 2001, 2016). The 
great majority of cowbird eggs are 
laid before June, so late-nesting host 
species, or their repeated nesting ef-
forts, are more likely to escape being 
parasitized.



260

O RC H A R D O R I O L E I C T E R I DA E

Comments: Brown-headed cow-
birds are very serious (often lethal) 
brood parasites for dozens of species 
of Great Plains songbirds, with the 
two meadowlarks, dickcissel, bobo-
link, red-winged blackbird, chipping 
sparrow, and field sparrow being 
among the species most frequently 
exploited (Johnsgard, 1979a). Unlike 
the common cuckoo (Cuculus cano-
rum) of Europe, the newly hatched 
cowbird does not eject the eggs or 
young of its host species from the 
nest, but by its constant begging man-
ages to get the majority of the food 
brought to the nest, often causing 
starvation of the host’s own chicks 
( Johnsgard, 1997a). The brown-
headed cowbird evidently evolved in 
a foraging symbiosis with bison on 
the western Plains. Following the mi-
grating herds and feeding on insects 
stirred up by the feet of these con-
stantly moving ungulates produced 
an evolutionary advantage by which 
it was more advantageous for females 
to drop their eggs along the way in 
nests encountered by serendipity, 
than to remain behind, incubate their 
own eggs, and rear their young. Only 
by laying a great many eggs per sea-
son (often about 50) and only be-
cause the eggs and young are suffi-
ciently like those of many hosts that 
the eggs are accepted and the young 
reared is such a biologically risky 
breeding strategy practical. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.66% annually) during that 
period, and an estimated 0.18% rate 
of decline in Nebraska.

Orchard Oriole 
Icterus spurius
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant throughout Nebraska, be-
ing most common in the eastern half, 
and is a summer resident virtually 
statewide, becoming less common in 
the extreme western regions. The spe-
cies breeds widely from North Dakota 
and Minnesota south to Oklahoma and 
the Texas Panhandle.

Migration: The range of 188 initial 
spring sightings is from March 24 to 
June 10, with a median of May 9. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 3–14. The range of 115 final fall 
sightings is from July 21 to October 9, 
with a median of August 24. Half of 
the records fall within the period Au-
gust 14 to September 5.

Habitats: During the breeding 
season this species occupies lightly 
wooded riverbottoms, scattered trees 
in open country, shelterbelts, farm-
steads, orchards, and residential ar-
eas. Relatively open woodlands are 
preferred, but areas of low junipers 
or even grasslands may be used, es-
pecially if nearby nest sites are avail-
able. Nine nests of this species were 
reported during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nesting was confirmed in 
160 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). 
By comparison, there were 169 con-
firmed nesting blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Orchard orioles are 
surprisingly abundant along the ri-
parian woodlands that extend west 
along the Platte Valley to Colorado 
and Wyoming. At Cedar Point Biologi-
cal Station they are much more abun-
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dant than Baltimore and Bullock’s 
orioles. All of these orioles are prone 
to nest in trees already occupied by 
nesting kingbirds, since they evi-
dently gain some protection from the 
highly territorial and aggressive king-
birds (Bergin, 1987; Scharf and Kren, 
2010). Breeding Bird Surveys between 
1966 and 2015 indicate that the spe-
cies collectively underwent a survey-
wide population decline (0.87% an-
nually) during that period versus an 
estimated 2.65% rate of annual in-
crease in Nebraska.

Hooded Oriole 
Icterus cucullatus
Accidental. There is a sight record of 
this southwestern species from Co-
lumbus, Platte County, during May 
1965 (Nebraska Bird Review 33:65). 
An adult male was also seen at a feed-
ing station in Garrison, Butler County, 
over the Memorial Day weekend, 2013 
(Nebraska Bird Review 81:77; Gubanyi, 
2013). This species’ nearest breeding 
area is southwestern New Mexico.

Bullock’s Oriole 
Icterus bullockii
Collectively, the Bullock’s and Balti-
more orioles are common spring and 
fall migrants and are summer resi-
dents statewide. The eastern taxon 
(Baltimore oriole) is present over 
most of Nebraska during summer, but 
in the Panhandle counties many of the 
birds are of the western (Bullock’s ori-
ole) phenotype, or are apparent hy-
brids (Sibley & Short, 1964; Brown 
et al., 1996). Collectively these two 
poorly distinguished species breed 
throughout the entire Plains states.

Migration: The range of 192 initial 
spring sightings (both taxa combined) 
is from April 16 to June 5, with a me-
dian of May 6. Half of the records fall 
within the period May 1–10. The range 
of 136 final fall sightings is from July 
26 to October 25, with a median of 
September 7. Half of the records fall 
within the period September 2–13.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son this species occupies wooded 
riverbottoms, upland forests, shel-
terbelts, and partially wooded resi-
dential areas and farmsteads. In ex-
treme western Nebraska, riverbottom 
stands of cottonwoods and willows 
are the usual habitat of bullockii-type 
birds or apparent hybrids. No nests 
of this species were reported dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, but nest-
ing was confirmed in 27 survey blocks 
east to Sheridan and Morrill counties, 
as compared with 17 confirmed nest-
ing blocks in the first survey (Moll-
hoff, 2001, 2016).

Comments: Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the Bullock’s oriole underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline of 0.66% 
annually during that period versus an 
estimated 1.03% rate of increase in 
Nebraska.

Baltimore Oriole 
Icterus galbula
See the Bullock’s oriole account. So 
many of the orioles that breed along 
the North Platte Valley are probable 
hybrids that it is impossible to accu-
rately map the breeding range limits 
of these two orioles. From the 1950s 
until 1995 they had been regarded as 
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a single species, owing to extensive 
hybridization in the central Great 
Plains (Sibley & Short, 1964), but in 
1995 they were “split” taxonomically 
as evidence accumulated that the rate 
of hybridization was declining and 
that they are not as close genetically 
as once assumed (Rising, 1968, 1970; 
Brown et al., 1996). One nest of this 
species was noted during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nesting was con-
firmed in 162 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016). Similarly, there were 156 con-
firmed study blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001). Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the Baltimore oriole un-
derwent survey-wide population de-
clines during that period of 1.49% an-
nually and an estimated 0.27% rate of 
decline in Nebraska.

Scott’s Oriole 
Icterus parisorum
Accidental. There are three sight re-
cords for this southwestern oriole. 
The first was in Hall County in 1975, 
when the species was observed from 
late May to late June (Nebraska Bird 
Review 43:66). It was later observed 
in McPherson County in 1978 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 46:67), and again 
in Hall County, on July 2, 1997. The 
nearest breeding area for Scott’s ori-
ole is western Colorado.

B

Family Parulidae  
(New World Warblers)

Ovenbird 
Seiurus aurocapilla
This forest-nesting species is an un-
common to common spring and fall 
migrant statewide and a locally com-
mon summer resident, mainly in 
the Missouri River’s forested valley, 
the Niobrara Valley west at least to 
Cherry County, and the Pine Ridge re-
gion. Breeding occurs widely in east-
ern and northern parts of the Great 
Plains, and migrants appear through-
out the region.

Migration: The range of 140 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 21 
to June 2, with a median of May 13. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 7–18. Forty final fall records 
are from July 25 to October 11, with a 
median of September 11. Half of the 
rec ords fall within the period Septem-
ber 3–18.

Habitats: In the summer these birds 
are mostly limited to well-drained bot-
tomland deciduous forests and to ma-
ture and shaded upland forests. Four 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
nesting was confirmed in seven survey 
blocks, east from Sioux County to Da-
kota County (Mollhoff, 2016). By com-
parison, there was one confirmed nest-
ing block in Douglas County during the 
first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The loud teacher, 
teacher, teacher song of this woodland 
warbler is a sure sign of its presence. 
The song increases in volume, unlike 
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the repeated Peter notes of the tufted 
titmouse.

Worm-eating Warbler 
Helmitheros vermivorum
This species is an extremely rare mi-
grant or vagrant, mostly in eastern 
counties. It historically but errone-
ously was believed to be a summer 
resident in southern Nebraska. It has 
been most often reported in Lancaster 
and Douglas-Sarpy counties, but has 
been reported west as far as Box Butte 
County. The species nests in Oklahoma, 
is a rare migrant and possible summer 
resident in Kansas, and has been ob-
served several times in South Dakota.

Migration: The range of 17 spring 
sightings is from April 21 to May 25, 
with a median of May 8. Half of the 
records fall within the period May 
4–13. There were about 50 spring 
rec ords as of 2014 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 82:65). Three fall records are 
from September 3 to October 8, with 
a mean of September 15.

Habitats: Normally this species is 
associated with dense riverbottom 
woodlands or second-growth medium-
sized woodlands on hillsides with a 
shrubby undercover.

Comments: This is a ground-forag-
ing warbler of dense undergrowth, and 
it is only rarely reported in the state.

Louisiana Waterthrush 
Parkesia motacilla
This moist woodland species is a rare 
to uncommon spring and fall migrant 
in southeastern Nebraska, becoming 
rarer to the west and north. It is re-
ported from as far west as Lincoln and 
Garden counties. Confirmed breeding 
during the early atlasing years was 

limited to Washington and Richardson 
counties (Mollhoff, 2001) and breed-
ing has been suggested or confirmed 
for Fontenelle Forest, Neale Woods, 
and Indian Cave and Platte River state 
parks (Nebraska Bird Review 83:121, 
175–176). Singing birds have been re-
ported northwest to Dakota County. 
Breeding is regular in eastern Kansas 
and the eastern half of Oklahoma.

Migration: Seventy-six initial 
spring sightings range from March 30 
to May 29, with a median of May 8. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 2–14. Ten final spring sight-
ings are from April 29 to May 29, with 
a median of May 15. Ten fall sightings 
are from July 29 to September 24, 
with a median of August 29.

Habitats: This species is closely 
associated with forested hills and ra-
vines near fairly swift streams; the 
birds forage in moist areas. No nests 
of this species were reported dur-
ing the second atlasing period of the 
Breeding Bird Atlas project, but four 
probable nestings were confirmed in 
157 survey blocks, from Sarpy County 
south to Richardson County (Mollhoff, 
2016). By comparison, there were two 
confirmed nesting blocks in Richard-
son and Washington counties during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This waterthrush may 
be expanding its range in eastern Ne-
braska; at least it has been reported 
during summer more frequently in re-
cent years.

Northern Waterthrush 
Parkesia noveboracensis
This woodland warbler is an uncom-
mon spring and fall migrant state-
wide, perhaps becoming rarer west-
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wardly, and is considerably less 
common than the ovenbird. Breed-
ing occurs in Minnesota and northern 
North Dakota, and migrants may ap-
pear anywhere in the Plains states.

Migration: The range of 135 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 10 
to May 27, with a median of May 7. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 2–11. Twenty-six final spring 
sightings are from May 3 to 21, with 
a median of May 14. Eight initial fall 
sightings are from August 10 to Sep-
tember 10, with a mean of August 29. 
Seven final fall sightings range from 
September 9 to October 12, with a 
mean of September 22.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species is associated with deciduous 
forests or woodlands near streams; 
the birds often forage on or near the 
ground.

Comments: The song of this species 
somewhat resembles the loud song of 
the ovenbird; however, it does not rise 
in pitch and volume but rather drops 
toward the end. Like the ovenbird, 
waterthrushes feed on the ground, of-
ten in damp locations.

Golden-winged Warbler 
Vermivora chrysoptera
This species is an extremely rare 
spring and fall migrant in eastern 
counties, with vagrants reaching Lo-
gan and Keith counties. It is consid-
ered a rare migrant in South Dakota 
and is a rare to uncommon migrant in 
Kansas. The nearest breeding area is 
in northern Minnesota.

Migration: Eight spring sightings 
range from May 5 to 25, with a mean 
of May 15. There are fall records for 
September 6 and 7. In Kansas spring 

sightings extend from April 28 to May 
28, with most from May 2 to 10, and 
fall sightings are from August 15 to 
October 23.

Habitats: Migrating and breeding 
golden-winged warblers are usually 
found in second-growth woodlands 
or scrubby thickets and overgrown 
pastures.

Comments: Males of this well-
named species have large golden 
wing-coverts and also a golden crown.

Blue-winged Warbler 
Vermivora cyanoptera
Once erroneously believed to be a 
summer resident in southern Ne-
braska, this warbler is a rare spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska. 
It has been observed several times 
in Custer County and as far west as 
Cherry County. It is considered a rare 
to uncommon migrant in eastern Kan-
sas, a casual migrant in South Dakota, 
and an accidental in North Dakota. 
The nearest breeding area is in east-
ern Oklahoma.

Migration: Twenty-two spring 
sightings range from August 25 to 
June 1, with a median of May 12. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 5–14. There are four fall sight-
ings from July 6 to September 16, with 
a mean of August 15.

Habitats: Migrating and breeding 
birds are usually found in woodland 
edges, abandoned fields, and pas-
tures and tickets, often in slightly 
wetter habitats than the golden-
winged warbler.

Comments: Although none have 
been reported in Nebraska, hybrids 
between the blue-winged and golden-
winged warblers are not rare, and two 
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of the hybrid variants have mistakenly 
been named as distinct species.

Black-and-white Warbler 
Mniotilta varia
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant statewide, and a local 
and uncommon summer resident in 
the forested valleys of the Missouri 
and Niobrara Rivers, probably reach-
ing Cherry County in the Niobrara 
Valley, and also nesting in the Pine 
Ridge region. Breeding occurs locally 
from North Dakota southward to east-
ern Oklahoma, and migrants occur 
throughout the Great Plains.

Migration: Ninety-two initial 
spring sightings range from March 25 
to June 10, with a median of May 4. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 25 to May 9. Forty final fall 
sightings are from August 21 to Octo-
ber 6, with a median of September 12. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod September 4–20.

Habitats: On migration this spe-
cies occurs in deciduous woodlands 
along rivers and streams, and in 
parks and residential areas. Forag-
ing is done in a creeper-like fashion 
on the trunk and larger branches. 
Nesting usually is in semiopen up-
land stands of deciduous or conif-
erous forest, especially those hav-
ing immature or scrubby trees, and 
in hillside or ravine groves with thin 
understories. No nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, but probable nestings 
were confirmed in four survey blocks 
of Sheridan County (Mollhoff, 2016). 
The species was not reported during 
the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The simple but attrac-
tive black-and-white plumage pattern 
of this species proves that bright col-
oration is not necessary to produce 
beauty among the warblers. The high-
pitched song of this species consists 
of a series of we-see notes. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.86% annually) during that 
period.

Prothonotary Warbler 
Protonotaria citrea
This species is an uncommon or oc-
casional spring and fall migrant in 
southeastern Nebraska and a lo-
cal summer resident as far north as 
Sarpy County (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 47:57). Vagrants sometimes ap-
pear farther west in the state, rarely 
to Dawes County, and more rarely to 
eastern Colorado. Breeding also oc-
curs in eastern Kansas and the east-
ern half of Oklahoma.

Migration: Thirty-six initial spring 
sightings range from April 19 to May 
24, with a median of May 12. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 5–17. Four final fall sightings 
range from July 26 to October 4, with 
a mean of September 11.

Habitats: This species is restricted 
during summer to moist bottomland 
forests and wooded swamps or peri-
odically flooded woodlands, in the vi-
cinity of running water or pools. Dur-
ing migration vagrants may appear 
in other wooded habitats. No nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, but one nesting was 
confirmed in a survey block of Dodge 



266

S WA I N S O N’S  WA R B L E R PA RU L I DA E

County (Mollhoff, 2016). The species 
was not encountered during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The prothonotary war-
bler is another species that occurs lo-
cally in the mature riparian forests of 
Fontenelle Forest and regularly nests 
there. There is also an early breed-
ing record for Otoe County. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.10% annually) during that 
period.

Swainson’s Warbler 
Limnothlypis swainsonii
Accidental. There is an early speci-
men record of this species for Buffalo 
County in April 1905, and the species 
was also reported in Lancaster County 
in May 1977 (Nebraska Bird Review 
45:46). The species breeds in Okla-
homa, is a rare vagrant in Kansas, and 
is unreported for the Dakotas.

Tennessee Warbler 
Oreothlypis peregrina
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, be-
coming uncommon in western parts of 
the state. Breeding occurs in northern 
Minnesota, and migrants may appear 
throughout the entire region.

Migration: Ninety-five initial spring 
sightings range from April 1 to June 4, 
with a median of May 8. Half of the re-
cords fall within the period May 4–14. 
Forty-seven final spring sightings are 
from April 30 to June 9, with a median 
of May 23. Thirty-one initial fall sight-
ings are from August 19 to October 22, 
with a median of September 8. Half 

of the records fall within the period 
August 28 to September 15. Twenty-
seven final fall sightings range from 
September 9 to October 27, with a me-
dian of October 5.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with deciduous woodlands and for-
ests, where they usually forage in the 
upper portions of rather tall trees.

Comments: This is one of the very 
common warblers in Nebraska. It ar-
rives a few days later on average than 
the yellow-rumped warbler and for-
ages in similar locations, such as 
around budding trees or emerging 
catkins.

Orange-crowned Warbler 
Oreothlypis celata
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant throughout Nebraska as 
well as a migrant throughout the en-
tire Plains states.

Migration: The range of 112 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 8 
to May 30, with a median of April 30. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 25 to May 5. Seventy-four 
final spring sightings are from April 
25 to May 30, with a median of May 
13. Sixty-one initial fall sightings are 
from August 11 to October 12, with a 
median of September 19. Half of the 
records fall within the period Septem-
ber 14–28. Sixty final fall sightings 
are from September 11 to November 
6, with a median of October 15.

Habitats: Migrants are associated 
with deciduous forests, woodlands, 
and brushy thickets. They also forage 
in stands of tall sunflowers and rag-
weeds and shrubs, often fairly close 
to the ground.
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Comments: Orange-crowned war-
blers are notable in that they are al-
most devoid of field marks; like Sher-
lock Holmes’s dog that didn’t bark, 
they can be identified by the field 
marks that are lacking. The so-called 
orange crown is scarcely visible, even 
when the bird is being handled, and is 
invisible under most field conditions.

Nashville Warbler 
Oreothlypis ruficapilla
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant almost statewide but is 
perhaps less common westwardly. 
Historically it was wrongly believed 
to nest in the Missouri Valley region. 
Breeding occurs in northern Min-
nesota, and migrants appear almost 
throughout the region but are increas-
ingly rare in western regions.

Migration: Eighty-one initial spring 
sightings range from March 29 to June 
3, with a median of May 7. Half of the 
records fall within the period May 
1–13. Thirty-four final spring sight-
ings are from April 30 to June 2, with 
a median of May 14. Forty-one initial 
fall sightings are from July 28 to Sep-
tember 27, with a median of Septem-
ber 10. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 3–15. Forty fi-
nal fall records are from September 
13 to October 30 (median October 8).

Habitats: Migrating Nashville war-
blers are associated with second-
growth woodlands having a brushy 
undercover. Foraging occurs in tall 
weeds as well as shrubs and low trees.

Comments: This is a rather dull-
plumaged warbler whose favored 
nesting habitat of spruce bogs is lack-
ing in Nebraska.

Virginia’s Warbler 
Oreothlypis virginiae
Extremely rare. In addition to an early 
sight record from Hitchcock County, 
this southwestern species was observed 
during April 1964 in North Platte, Lin-
coln County (Nebraska Bird Review 
32:67). It was also observed in Scotts 
Bluff County on May 22, 1995 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 64:136), and at Bushnell on 
April 17, 1998 (Nebraska Bird Review 
66:48). It is an uncommon migrant in 
western Kansas and extreme north-
western Oklahoma. It breeds in north-
eastern Wyoming and locally in the 
southwestern Black Hills of South Da-
kota, so it should be a regular if rare mi-
grant in western Nebraska. There have 
been at least eight state records.

Connecticut Warbler 
Oporornis agilis
This species is a rare to occasional 
spring and fall migrant in eastern Ne-
braska, rarely occurring as far west 
as Cherry, Lincoln, and McPherson 
counties. It is a casual migrant in 
eastern Kansas.

Migration: Twenty spring records 
range from April 25 to June 6, with a 
median of May 18. Half of the records 
fall within the period May 10–19. Ten 
initial fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 1 to October 11, with a median of 
September 30. This is one of the few 
warblers that seems to be more com-
mon in fall than during spring. As of 
2013 there were about 45 spring re-
cords (Nebraska Bird Review 81:58).

Habitats: Generally associated with 
low woodlands having brushy tangles, 
the Connecticut warber forages on or 
near the ground.
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Comments: One of several gray-
headed and yellow-bellied warblers 
in Nebraska, this species has a con-
spicuous white eye-ring in both sexes.

MacGillivray’s Warbler 
Geothlypis tolmiei
This species is a rare spring and fall 
migrant in western Nebraska, with 
most records from the Panhandle, but 
at least five each are for McPherson 
and Adams counties, and it has been 
reported as far east as Platte and Lan-
caster counties. Breeding occurs in the 
Black Hills, so migration through the 
Panhandle should be regular, and it 
is known to migrate through eastern 
Colorado.

Migration: Twenty-eight spring 
sightings range from May 5 to June 2, 
with a median of May 15. Half of the 
records fall within the period May 10–
17. Thirteen fall records range from 
August 21 to October 10, with a me-
dian of September 6. Half of the re-
cords fall within the period August 29 
to September 16.

Habitats: This species is usually as-
sociated with dense undergrowth near 
streams, but migrants can also be 
found on hillside brush and in dense 
stands of weeds such as thistle and 
sunflowers.

Comments: In contrast to the two 
preceding gray-headed and yellow-bel-
lied warblers (Nashville and Connecti-
cut), the MacGillivray’s warbler has an 
incomplete white eye-ring present only 
above and below each eye.

Mourning Warbler 
Geothlypis philadelphia
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 

becoming rarer westwardly, but it has 
been reported west to at least Lincoln, 
Sheridan, and Scotts Bluff counties. 
Reportedly it formerly bred in south-
eastern Nebraska (Bruner, Wolcott, 
& Swenk, 1904), but there is no cur-
rent evidence of breeding in the state. 
Breeding does occur in Minnesota and 
North Dakota, and migrants appear 
widely throughout the region.

Migration: Eighty-seven initial 
spring sightings range from March 20 
to May 30, with a median of May 19. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 15–23. Nineteen final spring 
sightings are from May 18 to June 10, 
with a median of May 28. Eighteen 
initial fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 1 to October 20, with a median of 
September 8. Eighteen final fall sight-
ings are from September 26 to Octo-
ber 24, with a median of October 7.

Habitats: Breeding birds are usu-
ally found in dense undergrowth 
along streams, but during migration 
the birds often inhabit various thick-
ets and tall weedy areas, usually for-
aging rather close to the ground.

Comments: The mourning war-
bler closely resembles the Connect-
icut warbler but lacks white around 
the eyes. It tends to hop while forag-
ing on the ground, whereas Connecti-
cut warblers walk.

Kentucky Warbler 
Geothlypis formosa
This species is a rare to uncommon 
spring and fall migrant in southeast-
ern Nebraska and is a summer resi-
dent in the lower part of the Missouri 
River’s forested valley, north to at 
least Sarpy County. It has nested at 
Platte River State Park, and as of 2012 
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there were six state nesting records 
(Nebraska Bird Review 80:66). It is 
considered a casual visitor in South 
Dakota, and it breeds in eastern Kan-
sas and the eastern half of Oklahoma.

Migration: Forty-six initial spring 
sightings range from April 30 to June 
2, with a median of May 10. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
5–14. Twelve fall records range from 
July 21 to October 7, with a median of 
August 29.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son this species is found in shrubby 
moist ravines and bottomlands. No 
nests of this species were reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, but 
two nestings were confirmed in sur-
vey blocks from Richardson County 
(Mollhoff, 2016). There was a con-
firmed nesting in one block of Rich-
ardson County during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This very attractive 
warbler is very dark above and bright 
yellow below, with yellow eyebrows 
and a dark ear-patch. It has a surpris-
ingly loud, wren-like song. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (0.9% annually) during that 
period.

Common Yellowthroat 
Geothlypis trichas
This species is a common to abundant 
spring and fall migrant and summer 
resident statewide. It also breeds or 
migrates throughout the Plains states.

Migration: The range of 107 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 5 
to June 10, with a median of May 7. 

Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 2–13. The range of 114 final 
fall sightings is from July 20 to Octo-
ber 29, with a median of September 
13. Half of the records fall within the 
period August 30 to October 3.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species is found near moist or aquatic 
sites, especially in tall grasses, emer-
gent vegetation, and shrubs or trees 
along shorelines. Occasionally it is 
also seen in upland shrub thickets, re-
tired croplands, weedy residential ar-
eas, and overgrown orchards. Nest to-
tals of this species were not reported 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, but 
nestings were confirmed in 24 survey 
blocks from Sarpy County south to 
Richardson County (Mollhoff, 2016). 
By comparison, there were confirmed 
nestings in 31 blocks during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: The yellowthroat is an-
other favorite of students when tak-
ing ornithology field quizzes; its re-
peated witchety notes emanate from 
weedy or shrubby thickets and reveal 
the species’ identity long before the 
bird itself is generally seen. Breeding 
Bird Surveys between 1966 and 2015 
indicate that the species collectively 
underwent a survey-wide population 
decline (1.01% annually) during that 
period, and an estimated 0.33% rate 
of annual decline in Nebraska.

Hooded Warbler 
Setophaga citrina
This species is a rare spring and fall 
migrant in eastern Nebraska, hav-
ing been reported west to Cherry 
and Dawes counties. Most sightings 
are from the Douglas-Sarpy counties 
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area, but it has also been observed 
more than once in several other east-
ern counties, especially Lancaster and 
Adams. About 50 state records had ac-
cumulated through 2003. Vagrants 
have reached eastern Colorado. Reg-
ular breeding is limited to eastern 
Oklahoma and southeastern Kansas.

Migration: Twenty-four spring 
sightings range from April 21 to May 
27, with a median of May 11. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
7–15. Five fall records are from Au-
gust 7 to September 12, with a mean 
of August 20. There have been six fall 
records from 2000 to 2016 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 84:175).

Habitats: Although breeding birds 
are associated with moist, mature 
forests having considerable under-
growth, or wooded swamps, migrants 
are sometimes found in planted wood-
lands, city parks, and sometimes resi-
dential areas.

Comments: The hooded warbler is 
a stunning bird, the males having a 
black “executioner’s” hood over their 
head and neck, except for a golden 
opening that extends back across the 
forehead and past the eyes to the ears. 
It is usually seen at ground level in 
wet locations.

American Redstart 
Setophaga ruticilla
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant throughout Nebraska and 
a common summer resident in east-
ern counties. It breeds throughout 
the Missouri River’s forested valley, 
the Pine Ridge region, probably the 
entire Niobrara Valley, locally in the 
Sandhills (Bessey Unit of Nebraska 
National Forest), and locally in the 

Platte Valley west to Adams County 
or perhaps Phelps County.

Migration: The range of 131 initial 
spring sightings is from April 10 to 
June 3, with a median of May 12. Half 
of the reports fall within the period 
May 7–16. Ninety final fall sightings 
range from August 11 to October 19, 
with a median of September 10. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
September 3–17.

Habitats: Breeding usually occurs 
in moist bottomland woods, usually 
deciduous and especially in young or 
second-growth stands, and near the 
margins of openings in mature for-
ests. Six nests of this species were re-
ported during the second atlasing pe-
riod of the Breeding Bird Atlas project, 
and nestings were confirmed in 13 sur-
vey blocks, from Sarpy County south 
to Richardson County (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: Probably the breed-
ing range of this species in Nebraska 
is slowly expanding, as riparian for-
ests along the Platte and other rivers 
gradually mature. Redstarts resem-
ble little flaming candles as they flit 
about high in tree canopies, and their 
variable song is louder than those of 
most other brilliantly colored species. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide pop-
ulation decline (0.28% annually) 
during that period versus a statisti-
cally unreliable (based on five survey 
routes) estimated 2.51% rate of in-
crease in Nebraska.

Cape May Warbler 
Setophaga tigrina
This species is an uncommon to occa-
sional spring and fall migrant in east-
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ern Nebraska, observed west to Buffalo, 
Webster, and Hall counties. Breeding 
occurs in northern Minnesota.

Migration: Fourteen spring records 
range from April 29 to May 24, with 
a median of May 12. Five fall records 
range from September 28 to October 
4, with a mean of September 30. As 
of 2013 there had been fewer than 30 
spring records since 1982 (Nebraska 
Bird Review 81:71).

Habitats: Migrating birds occupy a 
variety of habitats, ranging from co-
niferous or deciduous forests to parks 
and suburban gardens.

Comments: Another beautiful war-
bler that visits Nebraska in mid-May, 
the male Cape May has a chestnut 
ear-patch and both sexes have heav-
ily striped underparts.

Cerulean Warbler 
Setophaga cerulea
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska 
and a rare, local summer resident 
along the Missouri River in southeast-
ern Nebraska. It has regularly nested 
at Fontenelle Forest, Sarpy County (Ne-
braska Bird Review 46:86), and has 
also nested in Dakota County. Recent 
evidence indicates a very small Ne-
braska breeding population (Nebraska 
Bird Review 73:124–130). Breeding also 
occurs in Kansas and Oklahoma.

Migration: Thirty-eight initial 
spring sightings range from April 26 
to June 10, with a median of May 14. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 5–18. Eight fall sightings 
range from July 21 to September 3, 
with a mean of August 15. Three Kan-
sas records range from September 3 to 
21 (Thompson et al., 2011).

Habitats: During the summer this 
species occurs in moist deciduous bot-
tomland forests as well as mature up-
land woods. Rather open forests, with 
large trees and rather sparse under-
growth, seem to be preferred breed-
ing habitats. No nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, but two probable nestings 
were confirmed in survey blocks from 
Sarpy County (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: Males of the well-
named cerulean warbler have a deep 
blue back color, much like that of the 
black-throated blue warbler, but the 
cerulean has a white throat. It is a 
species of high conservation concern 
in Nebraska.

Northern Parula 
Setophaga americana
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska 
and a local summer resident in the 
immediate Missouri Valley, especially 
from near Omaha south to the Kan-
sas line. A local summer resident in 
Sarpy County, this species has con-
sistently been observed during sum-
mer months in Fontenelle Forest, and 
an adult was once seen carrying food. 
Rosche (1994) reported a possible but 
distinctly extralimital breeding in the 
Pine Ridge region, and a total of 19 
Panhandle records had accrued by 
2016. It also breeds in northern Min-
nesota and eastern Kansas and Okla-
homa.

Migration: Thirty-four spring 
sightings are from April 2 to May 27, 
with a median of May 5. Half of the 
records fall within the period April 20 
to May 14. Nine fall records are from 
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August 24 to October 2, with a mean 
of September 12.

Habitats: During summer this spe-
cies is restricted to swampy woods, 
especially those rich in Spanish moss 
or Usnea lichens. On migration they 
also occur in parks, orchards, and 
along roadsides. One nest of this spe-
cies was reported from Dakota County 
during the second atlasing period of 
the Breeding Bird Atlas project, and 
probable breedings occurred in five 
counties from Richardson north to 
Sarpy (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: Although typical breed-
ing habitat is lacking in Nebraska, the 
northern parula’s regular summer oc-
currence at Fontenelle Forest deserves 
further study to better understand its 
breeding status there. Breeding Bird 
Surveys between 1966 and 2015 indi-
cate that the species collectively un-
derwent a survey-wide population in-
crease (1.11% annually) during that 
period.

Magnolia Warbler 
Setophaga magnolia
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
becoming rarer westwardly. Breeding 
occurs in northern Minnesota, and mi-
grants appear nearly throughout the 
Plains states.

Migration: The range of 121 initial 
spring sightings is from April 20 to 
June 4, with a median of May 15. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 10–19. Fifteen final spring sight-
ings are from May 14 to June 4, with 
a median of May 19. Thirteen initial 
fall sightings range from August 25 to 
October 5, with a median of Septem-
ber 9. Twelve final fall sightings are 

from September 9 to October 24, with 
a median of October 1.

Habitats: Migrant birds are asso-
ciated with a wide array of deciduous 
and coniferous habitats, but they are 
often in rather thick woods, foraging 
20 to 30 feet above ground.

Comments: The magnolia war-
bler is only one of the many attrac-
tive spring migrants that are seen all 
too rarely, usually during the mid-
dle of May. The birds resemble yel-
low-rumped warblers but have gray 
crowns and yellow underparts.

Bay-breasted Warbler 
Setophaga castanea
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
becoming rarer westwardly but ob-
served as far west as Scotts Bluff 
County. Breeding occurs in north-
ern Minnesota, and migrants occur 
through the eastern half of the region.

Migration: Forty-one initial spring 
sightings range from April 29 to May 
27, with a median of May 17. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 11–19. Eleven final spring sight-
ings are from May 12 to 28, with a 
median of May 19. Seven initial fall 
sightings are from September 4 to 20, 
with a mean of September 14. Seven 
final fall sightings are from Septem-
ber 17 to October 14, with a mean of 
September 22.

Habitats: During migration, the 
bay-breasted warbler occurs in di-
verse coniferous and deciduous for-
est types, favoring conifers, but is 
also found around residential plant-
ings and shrubbery, usually foraging 
well above the ground.

Comments: The chestnut or bay-
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colored breast and flank markings of 
males in this species are its best field 
marks, and both sexes also have yel-
lowish patches behind the darker ears.

Blackburnian Warbler 
Setophaga fusca
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
becoming rare to the west. It has been 
reported as far west as Dawes and 
Scotts Bluff counties. Breeding oc-
curs in northern Minnesota, and mi-
grants are regular in the eastern half 
of the region.

Migration: Seventy-six initial 
spring sightings range from April 5 
to June 4, with a median of May 14. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 10–20. Sixteen final spring 
sightings are from May 8 to June 8, 
with a median of May 17. Ten initial 
fall sightings range from August 20 to 
September 30, with a median of Sep-
tember 3. Ten final fall sightings are 
from September 1 to October 9, with 
a median of October 3.

Habitats: Migrating birds are usu-
ally found in tall trees, foraging near 
their tops, and in either hardwood or 
coniferous forests.

Comments: Probably most people 
remember vividly the first Blackbur-
nian warbler of their life; the male’s 
intense golden-orange throat and its 
black-and-gold facial markings render 
it a sight to remember with fondness.

Yellow Warbler 
Setophaga petechia
This species is a common spring 
and fall migrant and summer resi-
dent statewide. The species occurs 
throughout the entire Plains states as 

a breeder or migrant. In more west-
erly regions it is limited to rivers or 
moist wooded habitats.

Migration: The range of 126 initial 
spring sightings is from March 20 to 
May 30, with a median of May 7. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 1–11. The range of 120 final fall 
sightings is from July 23 to November 
6, with a median of September 3. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
August 21 to September 16.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son, these birds prefer rather wet 
habitats, such as brushy edges of 
swamps, marshes, or creeks, but they 
also nest commonly in roadside thick-
ets, hedgerows, orchards, and forest 
edges, avoiding both heavy forests 
and grassy environments lacking both 
trees and shrubs. Fifteen nests of this 
species were reported during the sec-
ond atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nestings were 
confirmed in 53 survey blocks (Moll-
hoff, 2016).

Comments: Perhaps the common-
est of our nesting arboreal warblers, 
the yellow warbler sings an angli-
cized song of Sweet, sweet sweet, I 
am sweet that permeates our summer 
woodlands, and its flash of golden 
color confirms its identification. It is 
often parasitized by brown-headed 
cowbirds and, being unable to expel 
the cowbird’s large eggs, simply adds 
a new nest lining over its old clutch 
and starts over. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population de-
cline (0.61% annually) during that 
period versus a 2.36% rate of annual 
increase in Nebraska.
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Chestnut-sided Warbler 
Setophaga pensylvanica
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
becoming rarer westwardly but ob-
served as far west as Dawes and 
Scotts Bluff counties. It has bred at 
least twice in the state, including a 
1975 nesting in Scotts Bluff County 
(Nebraska Bird Review 44:10) and an 
1894 record for the vicinity of Omaha. 
It breeds in North Dakota and Min-
nesota, and is a migrant through the 
Plains states except for the western-
most regions.

Migration: Sixty-one initial spring 
sightings are from April 25 to June 4, 
with a median of May 15. Half of the 
records fall within the period May 12–
19. Nineteen final spring sightings are 
from May 6 to June 4, with a median 
of May 23. Six initial fall sightings are 
from August 17 to September 19, with 
a mean of September 2. Seven final 
fall sightings are from September 1 
to October 16, with a mean of Sep-
tember 26.

Habitats: Migrants are usually 
found in thickets along woodland 
edges, and when breeding the species 
occurs in low shrubbery, briar thick-
ets, forest clearings or edges, over-
grown pastures, and similar low-stat-
ure habitat.

Comments: This species is rather 
puzzling because it should nest in the 
state, but there are only two records, 
and they are situated at opposite ends 
of Nebraska. There are no nesting re-
cords for South Dakota, so perhaps 
these two records are simply flukes. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide pop-

ulation decline (1.15% annually) dur-
ing that period.

Blackpoll Warbler 
Setophaga striata
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, be-
coming uncommon to rare in west-
ern parts of the state. Migrants oc-
cur through most of the Plains states, 
mostly in the eastern half. Breeding 
does not occur south of Canada.

Migration: The range of 120 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 9 to 
June 2, with a median of May 12. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 8–18. Forty-seven final spring 
sightings are from May 1 to 30, with 
a median of May 20. Seven initial fall 
sightings are from August 28 to Sep-
tember 22, with a mean of Septem-
ber 9. Seven final fall sightings are 
from September 1 to October 21, with 
a mean of September 26.

Habitats: During migration this 
species is usually found in tall decid-
uous trees, such as cottonwoods, and 
generally occurs in streamside for-
ests.

Comments: Blackpoll warblers are 
one of the two warbler species that 
are essentially all black and white in 
plumage; the rather similar black-
and-white warbler has darker cheeks 
and a white stripe above the eyes.

Black-throated Blue Warbler 
Setophaga caerulescens
This species is a rare spring and fall 
migrant in eastern Nebraska, ob-
served in at least 11 counties west as 
far as Garden and Scotts Bluff coun-
ties, as well as in Colorado. It has 
been seen three or more times in 
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Douglas-Sarpy, Lancaster, Adams, and 
McPherson counties. Breeding occurs 
in northern Minnesota, and migrants 
are most common in the eastern half 
of the region.

Migration: Nine spring records 
range from April 23 to May 24, with 
a mean of May 10. Twenty-seven fall 
records range from August 5 to Oc-
tober 20, with a median of Septem-
ber 23. Half of the records fall within 
the period September 19 to October 
5. The species is notably more com-
mon in fall than during spring. As of 
2016 there were still only 32 spring 
records for the state (Nebraska Bird 
Review 84:81).

Habitats: While on migration this 
species tends to occur in low shrubby 
areas, such as woodlands, parks, and 
residential gardens.

Comments: Males of this stunning 
warbler are dark indigo blue above 
and contrastingly white below, except 
for a black throat and upper chest. 
Like many of the most attractive war-
blers, it is present in the state for only 
a few weeks.

Palm Warbler 
Setophaga palmarum
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
becoming rare westwardly. It has been 
reported from as far west as Dawes 
County. Breeding occurs in northern 
Minnesota.

Migration: April 16 to June 2, with 
a median of May 5. Half of the records 
fall within the period May 1–9. Ten fi-
nal spring sightings are from April 19 
to May 24, with a median of May 9. 
Ten fall records range from Septem-
ber 2 to November 10, with a median 

of October 5. Half of the records fall 
within the period October 1–6.

Habitats: Generally associated 
with brushy fields, open wooded ar-
eas, or wooded edges or clearings in 
woods, where the birds can forage on 
the ground.

Comments: Palm warblers proba-
bly never are found in palm trees ex-
cept on their subtropical or tropical 
wintering grounds. They are prone to 
wagging their tails are they forage, of-
ten at ground level.

Pine Warbler 
Setophaga pinus
This species is a rare migrant or va-
grant in eastern Nebraska. Most of the 
Nebraska records are for Lancaster 
County. Except for Oklahoma, where 
it breeds, it is casual to accidental 
throughout the Plains states. By 2011 
there were 21 state records, but only 
seven documented (Nebraska Bird 
Review 79:64), and 41 fall reports by 
2015 (Nebraska Bird Review 83:178). 
There are at least four Panhandle rec-
ords (Nebraska Bird Review 76:150).

Migration: Ten spring sightings 
range from April 17 to May 27, with 
a median of May 13. By 2016 there 
were still only eight fully documented 
spring records for Nebraska (Nebraska 
Bird Review 81:73). Four fall records 
are from September 7 to 22, with a 
mean of September 13. Most fall Kan-
sas records range from mid-Septem-
ber to early October (Thompson et al., 
2011).

Habitats: Migrating pine warblers 
are associated with a wide variety of 
forests, especially pine forests, but 
they also utilize deciduous forests and 
orchards.
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Yellow-rumped Warbler 
Setophaga coronata
This species is a common to abundant 
spring and fall migrant statewide, and 
a local summer resident in the Pine 
Ridge region. Breeding also occurs in 
the Black Hills and northern Minne-
sota, and migrants occur throughout 
the entire Plains states.

Migration: The range of 75 initial 
spring sightings is from February 14 
to May 24, with a median of April 23. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod April 12–29. Fifty-three final 
spring sightings are from April 27 
to May 29, with a median of May 14. 
Eighty initial fall sightings are from 
August 10 to November 1, with a me-
dian of September 28. Half of the rec-
ords fall within the period September 
20 to October 3. Seventy-seven final 
fall sightings are from September 10 
to December 18, with a median of Oc-
tober 22.

Habitats: The species is widespread 
in wooded habitats during migration, 
arriving well before the leaves appear, 
and often wintering as far north as 
southern Oklahoma where it forages 
on juniper berries. Breeding birds oc-
cupy coniferous forests, usually nest-
ing in scattered trees, open plantings, 
or streamside thickets rather than 
dense, mature forests. No nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, but nestings 
were confirmed in five survey blocks 
in Sioux, Dawes, and Sheridan coun-
ties (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: This species is usually 
the first warbler to return to Nebraska 
in spring, usually arriving just as the 
first hardwood trees are leafing out, 

and during the fall sometimes persist-
ing until late December. In the east-
ern part of the state, most birds are 
of the white-throated (Myrtle) taxon, 
whereas in the Panhandle the major-
ity are of the yellow-throated (Audu-
bon’s) race.

Yellow-throated Warbler 
Setophaga dominica
This species is a rare to occasional 
migrant in eastern Nebraska, becom-
ing very rare westwardly. A very local 
breeding population is present in Fon-
tenelle Forest (Nebraska Bird Review 
62:113). It has been observed west to 
Scotts Bluff and Sheridan counties and 
has been seen several times in Lin-
coln, Adams, and Thayer counties. It 
normally breeds from extreme south-
eastern Kansas southward through 
Oklahoma. It is accidental in eastern 
South Dakota and eastern Colorado.

Migration: Twenty-one spring 
sightings range from April 11 to May 
28, with a median of May 8. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
3–15. Five fall records range from July 
14 to October 1, with a mean of Sep-
tember 9.

Habitats: This species is normally 
associated with rather swampy for-
ests, especially those rich in Span-
ish mosses. Farther north it occurs in 
streamside sycamore forests, usually 
foraging high in the trees. No nests of 
this species were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breed-
ing Bird Atlas project, but nestings 
were confirmed in Seward and Doug-
las counties (Mollhoff, 2016).

Comments: Like the northern pa-
rula and prothonotary warblers, the 
yellow-throated warbler evidently 
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nests as an isolated population at Fon-
tenelle Forest.

Prairie Warbler 
Setophaga discolor
This species is an extremely rare va-
grant in eastern Nebraska. There are 
two questionable early records of 
breeding in Richardson and Dakota 
counties. The species has been re-
ported from as far west as McPherson 
County and has also been sighted in 
Buffalo and Adams counties in south-
central Nebraska. It is accidental in 
South Dakota and a summer resident 
in eastern Kansas and Oklahoma.

Migration: Eight spring records are 
from April 21 to June 1, with a mean 
of May 10. There were 18 spring re-
cords as of 2014 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 82:68). One fall record is for 
September 23. Fall records in Kansas 
are from September 2 to 23 (Thomp-
son et al., 2011).

Habitats: This species is generally 
associated with old pastures, hillsides 
with scattered woody vegetation, and 
similar shrubby or woodland habitats 
but not true prairie.

Grace’s Warbler 
Setophaga graciae
Accidental. A male of this southwest-
ern species was photographed at Cres-
cent Lake National Wildlife Refuge, 
May 16, 2008 (Nebraska Bird Review 
77:85). Its nearest breeding area is 
southwestern Colorado.

Black-throated Gray Warbler 
Setophaga nigrescens
This southwestern species is an ex-
tremely rare vagrant. It has been ob-
served during May and August in Lan-

caster, Adams, Scotts Bluff, Cherry, 
Garden, and McPherson counties. It 
was seen at Oliver Reservoir on May 
1, 1999 (Nebraska Bird Review 67:62) 
and again on September 7, 2001 (Ne-
braska Bird Review 69:183). One was 
seen August 25, 2002, at Arbor Day 
Farm, Nebraska City, and one hit a 
Lincoln window on September 1, 2002 
(Nebraska Bird Review 70:160).

Habitats: This species is normally 
associated with dry slopes, thickets, 
and oak or pine woodlands. Its near-
est breeding area is western Wyoming.

Townsend’s Warbler 
Setophaga townsendi
This western species is an extremely 
rare vagrant, with at least nine spring 
and six fall records. It was initially 
collected in 1911 in Dawes County, 
but during the 1970s it was observed 
in numerous locations, including at 
least seven counties. It has also been 
reported in South Dakota, Kansas, and 
Oklahoma.

Migration: Six spring records date 
from April 25 to May 17, with a mean 
of May 7. There were 11 spring re-
cords as of 2014 (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 82:69). Six fall sightings are 
from August 30 to September 17, with 
a mean of September 9.

Habitats: This species is often as-
sociated with low oak, juniper, or pine 
woodlands on migration but is found 
in tall coniferous forests during the 
breeding season. Its nearest breeding 
area is central Idaho.

Hermit Warbler 
Setophaga occidentalis
Accidental. This far-western warbler 
was photographed at Crescent Lake 



278

B L AC K-T H ROAT E D G R E E N WA R B L E R PA RU L I DA E

National Wildlife Refuge on May 11, 
2010 (Nebraska Bird Review 78:9, 56–
57). It was also reported near Creigh-
ton on May 15, 2002 (Nebraska Bird 
Review 70:72). There is a sight record 
for McPherson County in September 
1973 (Nebraska Bird Review 42:42). Its 
nearest breeding area is in California.

Black-throated Green Warbler 
Setophaga virens
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
rarely reported as far west as Lin-
coln and McPherson counties, but it 
has straggled to Colorado. It breeds in 
northern Minnesota, and migrants oc-
cur in the eastern half of the region.

Migration: Fifty-four initial spring 
sightings range from April 18 to June 
4, with a median of May 9. Half of 
the records fall within the period 
May 3–15. Six final spring sightings 
are from May 9 to 24, with a mean 
of May 16. Sixteen initial fall sight-
ings are from August 30 to October 2, 
with a median of September 18. Six-
teen final fall sightings are from Sep-
tember 12 to October 21, with a me-
dian of October 5.

Habitats: Associated with a wide 
variety of deciduous or coniferous 
woodlands on migration but most of-
ten seen in second-growth forest, es-
pecially in willows and elms.

Comments: This warbler is not par-
ticularly “green” but is instead olive-
green above with a mostly golden face 
and a black throat and upper breast.

Canada Warbler 
Cardellina canadensis
This species is an occasional spring 
and fall migrant in the eastern third 

of Nebraska, and is rarely reported 
as west to McPherson County. Breed-
ing occurs in Minnesota, and migrants 
are regular in the eastern half of the 
Plains states.

Migration: Twenty-eight spring 
sightings range from April 28 to June 
6, with a median of May 20. Half of 
the records fall within the period May 
17–25. Fourteen initial fall sightings 
range from August 10 to October 2, 
with a median of September 1. Thir-
teen final fall sightings are from Sep-
tember 3 to October 8, with a median 
of September 16.

Habitats: Migrants are usually 
found in brushy areas near streams, 
but they sometimes also range well up 
into trees at a considerable distance 
from water.

Comments: The attractive black 
“beaded necklace” that drapes down 
over the yellow breast of male Canada 
warblers provides for instant identifi-
cation of this species. Even in females 
a shadowy brown necklace is visible.

Wilson’s Warbler 
Cardellina pusilla
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, be-
coming uncommon in the western half 
of the state. Elsewhere, the species 
is a regular migrant throughout the 
Plains states.

Migration: The range of 101 initial 
spring sightings is from April 14 to 
June 4, with a median of May 12. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 5–16. Thirty-six final spring sight-
ings range from April 28 to May 30, 
with a median of May 19. Sixty-nine 
initial fall sightings range from August 
9 to September 26, with a median of 
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September 1. Half of the records fall 
within the period August 26 to Septem-
ber 7. Sixty-nine final fall records are 
from September 2 to October 22, with 
a median of September 26.

Habitats: Migrants are associ-
ated with rank stands of weeds and 
low, shrubby vegetation, often near 
streams.

Comments: The little black skull-
cap that sits atop the crown of males 
is the most distinctive field mark of 
this species. Like the hooded warbler, 
it too likes moist to boggy habitats.

B
Family Cardinalidae 

(Cardinals, Tanagers, and 
Grosbeaks)

Hepatic Tanager 
Piranga flava
Accidental. This southwestern tana-
ger was photographed at West Point, 
Cuming County, on January 6, 1999. 
Its nearest breeding area is southern 
Colorado.

Summer Tanager 
Piranga rubra
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and a summer res-
ident in southeastern Nebraska (es-
pecially the Indian Cave area) north 
to Fontenelle Forest and Platte River 
State Park. It is occasionally seen 
farther west, rarely to Scotts Bluff 
County. By 2016 there had been 12 
Panhandle records (Nebraska Bird Re-

view 84:58). Breeding also occurs in 
eastern Kansas and Oklahoma.

Migration: Twenty-nine initial 
spring sightings range from April 25 
to May 31, with a median of May 15. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 12–20. Two late fall sight-
ings are for September 5 and 15. Fall 
Kansas records range from early Sep-
tember to October 27 (Thompson et 
al., 2011).

Habitats: Like the scarlet tanager, 
the summer tanager favors mature 
deciduous forests, especially bottom-
land forests, and often nests in tall 
oak trees. It also nests in mixed and 
sometimes open coniferous forests, 
and in general it may favor slightly 
lower and more open woodlands than 
does the scarlet tanager. One nest of 
this species from Sarpy County was 
reported during the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, and nestings were confirmed in 
two survey blocks (Mollhoff, 2016). 
There also was one confirmed nest-
ing in Sarpy County during the first 
survey period.

Comments: Perhaps the sum-
mer tanager is expanding its breed-
ing range in southeastern Nebraska; 
Schramm Park is now (2018) a nearly 
certain location for seeing these birds, 
and they have increasingly appeared 
in Lincoln.

Scarlet Tanager 
Piranga olivacea
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in eastern Nebraska, 
becoming rare westwardly; it rarely 
occurs as far west as Keith, Gar-
den, and Dawes counties. It is a sum-
mer resident in the Missouri River’s  
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forested valley, westward in the Nio-
brara Valley to at least Cherry County, 
and west in the Platte Valley to about 
Douglas County. It is believed to have 
bred as far west as Lincoln County. 
Breeding also occurs in the eastern 
Dakotas and eastern parts of Kansas 
and Oklahoma.

Migration: The range of 132 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 5 
to June 10, with a median of May 10. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 5–15. Twenty-three final fall 
records are from July 21 to October 3, 
with a median of August 23. Half of 
the records fall within the period Au-
gust 5 to September 16.

Habitats: In Nebraska this spe-
cies is restricted primarily to mature 
hardwood forests in river valleys, hill 
slopes, and valleys; less frequently it 
is found in city parks and mature or-
chards. No nests of this species were 
reported during the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, but nestings were confirmed in 
five blocks in Sarpy and Dixon coun-
ties (Mollhoff, 2016). There were also 
confirmed nestings in three blocks of 
Sarpy and Dixon counties during the 
first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Few Nebraska birds are 
more brilliantly plumaged than male 
scarlet tanagers; they are as bright 
as male northern cardinals, and their 
jet-black wings make them even more 
memorable, as well as separated from 
summer tanagers. Breeding Bird Sur-
veys between 1966 and 2015 indicate 
that the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population de-
cline (0.22% annually) during that 
period versus an estimated 2.59% 
rate of annual increase in Nebraska.

Western Tanager 
Piranga ludoviciana
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant in western Nebraska, 
and a summer resident in the Pine 
Ridge region, possibly extending east 
in the Niobrara Valley far enough to 
come into contact occasionally with 
the scarlet tanager (Nebraska Bird Re-
view 29:19). Breeding also occurs in 
western South Dakota, and migrants 
are encountered east to western Kan-
sas and western Oklahoma.

Migration: Sixty-three initial 
spring sightings range from May 3 to 
June 8, with a median of May 19. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 13–24. Twenty-two final fall re-
cords are from August 14 to October 
10, with a median of September 15. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod September 4–23.

Habitats: In the Black Hills and 
Pine Ridge regions, this species is 
mainly associated with pine forests 
and secondarily with deciduous for-
ests along rivers or in gulches and 
canyons. No nests of this species were 
reported during the second atlasing 
period of the Breeding Bird Atlas proj-
ect, but nestings were confirmed in 
six blocks in Sioux, Dawes, and Sher-
idan counties (Mollhoff, 2016). There 
were confirmed nestings in two blocks 
of Sheridan and Dawes counties dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Although birders in 
western Nebraska may long to see 
scarlet and summer tanagers, the 
western tanager is a very satisfac-
tory substitute for these. Its bright 
red head and golden yellow body with 
contrasting black wings, tail, and back 
make a visual treat. Breeding Bird 
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Surveys between 1966 and 2015 in-
dicate the species collectively under-
went a survey-wide population in-
crease (1.28% annually) during that 
period.

Northern Cardinal 
Cardinalis cardinalis
This species is a common permanent 
resident in eastern Nebraska, becom-
ing uncommon to occasional in west-
ern Nebraska. Of the Panhandle re-
cords, most (more than 50) are from 
Scotts Bluff and the North Platte Val-
ley (Nebraska Bird Review 85:22). It 
breeds west at least to Morrill County 
along the North Platte River, and to 
the Colorado border in the South 
Platte and Republican Valleys, but 
it is nearly absent from the western 
Sandhills and the Pine Ridge region. 
It breeds widely in the Plains states, 
north to southern North Dakota and 
locally west to eastern Colorado and 
the Texas Panhandle.

Habitats: Throughout the year this 
species is associated with forest edges 
or brushy forest openings, parks and 
residential areas planted to shrubs 
and low trees, second-growth woods, 
and riverbottom gallery forests in 
grasslands. Fifteen nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, and nestings were con-
firmed in 42 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016). There were confirmed nestings 
in 40 blocks during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Nearly everyone in Ne-
braska is familiar with the northern 
cardinal except for those living in 
the northwestern corner of the state. 
They are among the first birds to be-

gin singing in spring and are early 
nesters as well. They are often par-
asitized by brown-headed cowbirds. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation increase (0.32% annually) dur-
ing that period, and Nebraska had an 
estimated 1.77% rate of annual in-
crease.

Rose-breasted Grosbeak 
Pheucticus ludovicianus
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and a summer resident 
in eastern Nebraska. It breeds west 
to at least Holt, Garfield, and Phelps 
counties, with the western limits 
confused by hybridization with the 
black-headed grosbeak. Breeding oc-
curs from central North Dakota south 
through South Dakota, eastern Kan-
sas, and eastern Oklahoma.

Migration: The range of 134 initial 
spring sightings is from April 10 to 
June 3, with a median of May 7. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 1–10. Seventy-one final fall sight-
ings are from July 23 to November 22, 
with a median of September 10. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
August 23 to September 24.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son this species occurs in relatively 
open deciduous forests on floodplains, 
slopes, and bluffs. A denser under-
story is apparently not so important 
to this species as it is to the black-
headed grosbeak. No nests of this spe-
cies were reported during the second 
atlasing period of the Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, but nestings were con-
firmed in 23 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016). There were confirmed nest-
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ings in 35 blocks during the first sur-
vey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Rose-breasted gros-
beaks hybridize fairly frequently 
with black-headed grosbeaks in the 
western Platte Valley, which pro-
duces some very strange-looking birds 
(West, 1962). Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate that 
the species collectively underwent 
a survey-wide population decline 
(0.86% annually) during that period, 
and Nebraska had an estimated 2.12% 
rate of annual decline.

Black-headed Grosbeak 
Pheucticus melanocephalus
This species is a common spring and 
fall migrant and summer resident in 
western Nebraska. It breeds eastward 
locally to at least Rock, Garfield, and 
Hall counties, but the eastern limits 
are confused by hybridization with 
the rose-breasted grosbeak (West, 
1962). Individuals have been seen as 
far east as Douglas County. Breeding 
also occurs west of the Missouri River 
in the Dakotas and in western Kansas 
and eastern Colorado.

Migration: The range of 114 initial 
springs sightings is from April 23 to 
June 8, with a median of May 14. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 10–19. Thirty-six final fall sight-
ings are from July 20 to September 30, 
with a median of August 29. Half of 
the records fall within the period Au-
gust 20 to September 8.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species occupies relatively open 
stands of deciduous forest in flood-
plains or uplands, especially those 
with well-developed understories. It 
also occurs in orchards, brushy wood-

lands, and parks or suburbs with 
many trees. One nest of this species 
was reported during the second atlas-
ing period of the Breeding Bird Atlas 
project, and nestings were confirmed 
in 13 survey blocks east to Gosper 
County (Mollhoff, 2016). There were 
confirmed nestings in eight blocks 
east to Harlan County during the first 
survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: As noted for the rose-
breasted grosbeak, the black-headed 
grosbeaks of western Nebraska are 
affected by rose-breasted grosbeaks, 
and breeding records of the past were 
more widespread than those that are 
more recent. Thus the species may 
be retreating under the influence of 
competition and interbreeding effects 
from rose-breasted grosbeaks. Breed-
ing Bird Surveys between 1966 and 
2015 indicate that the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide pop-
ulation decline (0.72% annually) dur-
ing that period, and Nebraska had an 
estimated 1.31% rate of annual in-
crease.

Blue Grosbeak 
Passerina caerulea
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and a local summer 
resident nearly statewide. It is very 
uncommon and highly local in the 
southeastern counties and rare in the 
Pine Ridge region. Breeding occurs 
from central South Dakota and west-
ern Iowa southward throughout the 
Plains states.

Migration: The range of 129 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 18 
to June 10, with a median of May 20. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 16–24. Eighty-eight final fall 
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Figure 14. Males of western (left) and eastern replacement species and their 
hybrids, including spotted and eastern towhees (top), black-headed and rose-

breasted grosbeaks (middle), and lazuli and indigo buntings (bottom)
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sightings are from July 20 to October 
13, with a median of August 27. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
August 12 to September 6.

Habitats: During the breeding 
season, this species prefers weedy 
pastures, old fields with scattered 
saplings, forest edges, streamside 
thickets, and hedgerows. Like the 
dickcissel, it is frequently parasitized 
by brown-headed cowbirds in these 
habitats. Several nests of this species 
were reported during the second at-
lasing period of the Breeding Bird At-
las project, and nestings were con-
firmed in 32 survey blocks (Mollhoff, 
2016). There were confirmed nest-
ings in 21 blocks during the first sur-
vey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This attractive and, 
in the case of males, sky-blue bird 
seems out of place in a Nebraska prai-
rie pasture. Males may be easily con-
fused with the smaller indigo bunting, 
but the grosbeaks have bright brown 
edges on their upper wing-coverts. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate that the species had 
a survey-wide population increase 
(0.81% annually) in that period, and 
Nebraska exhibited an estimated 1.8% 
rate of increase.

Lazuli Bunting 
Passerina amoena
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and a summer res-
ident in western Nebraska. Breeding 
is generally limited to a region west 
of a line from Keith County to east-
ern Cherry County and is most prev-
alent in the Panhandle. Eastern lim-
its are confused by hybridization with 
the indigo bunting (Sibley & Short, 

1959; Emlen, Rising, & Thompson, 
1975). However, breeding generally 
occurs in the western parts of the Da-
kotas, eastern Colorado, western Kan-
sas, and the panhandles of Texas and 
Oklahoma.

Migration: The range of 113 initial 
spring sightings is from March 18 to 
June 9, with a median of May 16. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 10–20. Twenty final fall sight-
ings are from July 21 to September 
30, with a median of August 25. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
August 19–30.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son, this species occupies the same 
habitats as does the indigo bunting, 
namely successional habitats offering 
a diversity of shrubs, low trees, and 
herbaceous vegetation. One nest of 
this species was reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nestings were 
confirmed in three survey blocks of 
Banner, Scotts Bluff, and Dawes coun-
ties (Mollhoff, 2016). There were con-
firmed nestings in three blocks of 
Scotts Bluff and Sioux counties dur-
ing the first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: This sparrow-sized bird 
is one of several western species that 
reach the eastern edges of its range in 
western Nebraska. Females of the two 
species are almost impossible to dis-
tinguish, and hybrids make the mat-
ter even worse. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate the 
species collectively underwent a sur-
vey-wide population decline (0.21% 
annually) during that period, and Ne-
braska had an estimated 0.91% rate of 
annual increase.



285

D I C KC I S S E LC A R D I NA L I DA E

Indigo Bunting 
Passerina cyanea
This species is an uncommon spring 
and fall migrant and a summer res-
ident in eastern Nebraska. Breeding 
extends west locally to the Pine Ridge 
region, central Sandhills, and the Wy-
oming and Colorado borders along the 
Platte Rivers. It is nearly absent from 
the Panhandle and western Sandhills, 
but the range limits are confused by 
hybridization with the lazuli bun-
ting (Short, 1961). Breeding also oc-
curs widely in the other Plains states, 
west to the Black Hills and eastern 
Colorado.

Migration: The range of 99 initial 
spring sightings is from March 24 to 
June 8, with a median of May 10. Half 
of the records fall within the period 
May 5–16. Fifty-seven final fall sight-
ings are from July 29 to October 28, 
with a median of August 28. Half of 
the records fall within the period Au-
gust 15 to September 10.

Habitats: During the breeding sea-
son, this species occurs in relatively 
open forests on floodplains or up-
lands. It is typically found at forest 
edges or other locations where the 
shrub density is rather high and the 
forest canopy is open, and thus it is 
often associated with second-growth 
or disturbed vegetation. One nest of 
this species was reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breeding 
Bird Atlas project, and nestings were 
confirmed in 15 survey blocks east to 
Gosper County (Mollhoff, 2016). There 
were confirmed nestings in 22 blocks 
west to Scotts Bluff County during the 
first survey (Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Many people gasp in-
voluntarily when they first see a male 

indigo bunting in bright sunlight; it ri-
vals the blue grosbeak in the intensity 
of its blue coloration. This coloring is 
produced by light scattering, just as 
the “blue” of a clear sky is generated. 
In shade the birds are transformed 
into gray tones. Breeding Bird Surveys 
between 1966 and 2015 indicate the 
species had a survey-wide population 
decline (0.73% annually) in that pe-
riod, and Nebraska had an estimated 
1.15% rate of annual decline.

Painted Bunting 
Passerina ciris
Extremely rare. This southern bunting 
was photographed at the Crane Trust 
Nature Center, Hall County, May 30–
31, 1996. Sight records exist for Scotts 
Bluff County in May 1927, Adams 
County in May 1962, Kearney County 
in April 1960, and Sarpy County in 
May 1967. It was also reported from 
Morrill County on May 12, 1996, and 
Hall County on May 30, 1996 (Bro-
gie, 1997). Nine state records existed 
through 2003, the most recent being 
May 23, 2003 (Nebraska Bird Review 
73:81). Its nearest breeding area is in 
northern Kansas.

Dickcissel 
Spiza americana
This species is a spring and fall mi-
grant and a summer resident nearly 
statewide, except the extreme north-
western and southwestern parts of 
Nebraska, or generally east of a line 
from Sioux County to Dundy County. 
It is uncommon to rare in the Panhan-
dle but a common to abundant sum-
mer resident elsewhere in the state. 
Breeding occurs in all the other Plains 
states, but it is rare in the western-
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most regions and absent from north-
ern Minnesota.

Migration: The range of 199 ini-
tial spring sightings is from April 16 
to June 10, with a median of May 16. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod May 6–24. The range of 105 final 
fall sightings is from July 21 to Octo-
ber 30, with a median of August 22. 
Half of the records fall within the pe-
riod August 10 to September 2.

Habitats: While in Nebraska this 
species is associated with grasslands 
having a combination of tall grasses, 
forbs, and shrubs, and with various 
croplands, especially alfalfa, clover, 
and timothy. Although generally abun-
dant in eastern Nebraska, dickcissels 
are heavily parasitized by brown-
headed cowbirds. Ninety-two nests of 
dickcissels were reported during the 
second atlasing period of the Breeding 

Bird Atlas project (67% of the nests 
were parasitized by cowbirds), and 
nestings were confirmed in 62 survey 
blocks east to Gosper County (Moll-
hoff, 2016). There were confirmed 
nestings in 52 blocks west to Chey-
enne County during the first survey 
(Mollhoff, 2001).

Comments: Dickcissels are still com-
mon over much of Nebraska, but their 
numbers have greatly declined nation-
wide. In part this decline has resulted 
from poisoning by pesticides on their 
wintering grounds in South Amer-
ica, and perhaps also because of their 
sensitivity to parasitism by cowbirds. 
Breeding Bird Surveys between 1966 
and 2015 indicate the species collec-
tively underwent a survey-wide popu-
lation decline (0.36% annually) during 
that period, and Nebraska had an es-
timated 1.04% rate of annual decline.

B ı
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Index of species

Acadian Flycatcher, 180
Accipitridae, 151-161
Acorn Woodpecker, 170
Alaudidae, 197
Alcedinidae, 167-168
Alcidae, 127 
Alder Flycatcher, 180
American Avocet, 109
American Bittern, 140
American Black Duck, 63
American Coot, 100
American Crow, 196
American Dipper, 212
American Golden-Plover, 104
American Goldfinch, 231
American Kestrel, 174
American Pipit, 225
American Redstart, 270
American Robin, 219
American Three-toed Woodpecker, 172
American Tree Sparrow, 238
American White Pelican, 139
American Wigeon, 61
American Woodcock, 119
Anatidae, 51-74
Ancient Murrelet, 127
Anhinga, 139
Anna’s Hummingbird, 94
Apodidae, 91-93
Arctic Tern, 134
Ardeidae, 140-147
Ash-throated Flycatcher, 184
Auks, 127
Avocets, 109

Baird’s Sandpiper, 115
Baird’s Sparrow, 244
Bald Eagle, 152
Baltimore Oriole, 261
Band-tailed Pigeon, 84
Bank Swallow, 200
Barn Owl, 161
Barn Swallow, 202
Barnacle Goose, 55
Barred Owl, 165
Barrow’s Goldeneye, 71
Bay-breasted Warbler, 272
Bell’s Vireo, 189
Belted Kingfisher, 167
Bewick’s Wren, 211
Black Rail, 96

Black Rosy-Finch, 227
Black Scoter, 69
Black Tern, 134
Black Vulture, 149
Black-and-white Warbler, 265
Black-backed Woodpecker, 172
Black-bellied Plover, 104
Black-bellied Whistling-Duck, 51
Black-billed Cuckoo, 86
Black-billed Magpie, 195
Blackbirds, 253-259
Blackburnian Warbler, 273
Black-capped Chickadee, 203
Black-capped Vireo, 189
Black-chinned Hummingbird, 93
Black-crowned Night-Heron, 146
Black-headed Grosbeak, 282
Black-headed Gull, 128
Black-legged Kittiwake, 127
Black-necked Stilt, 108
Blackpoll Warbler, 274
Black-throated Blue Warbler, 274
Black-throated Gray Warbler, 277
Black-throated Green Warbler, 278
Black-throated Sparrow, 242
Blue Grosbeak, 282
Blue Jay, 194
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, 212
Blue-headed Vireo, 191
Blue-winged Teal, 58
Blue-winged Warbler, 264
Bobolink, 253
Bobwhite, 75
Bohemian Waxwing, 223
Bombycillidae, 223
Bonaparte’s Gull, 128
Boobies, 137
Boreal Chickadee, 204
Boreal Owl, 167
Brambling, 226
Brant, 54
Brewer’s Blackbird, 257
Brewer’s Sparrow, 240
Broad-tailed Hummingbird, 94
Broad-winged Hawk, 157
Brown Booby, 137
Brown Creeper, 206
Brown Pelican, 140
Brown Thrasher, 220
Brown-headed Cowbird, 259
Brown-headed Nuthatch, 206
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Buff-breasted Sandpiper, 117
Bufflehead, 70
Bullock’s Oriole, 261
Burrowing Owl, 163

Cackling Goose, 54
Calcariidae, 232-235
California Gull, 130
Calliope Hummingbird, 95
Canada Goose, 55
Canada Warbler, 278
Canvasback, 65
Canyon Towhee, 238
Canyon Wren, 208
Cape May Warbler, 270
Caprimulgidae, 87-89
Cardinalidae, 279-286
Cardinals, 281
Carolina Chickadee, 203
Carolina Parakeet, 177
Carolina Wren, 210
Caspian Tern, 133
Cassin’s Finch, 228
Cassin’s Kingbird, 185
Cassin’s Sparrow, 238
Cassin’s Vireo, 190
Catbirds, 220
Cathartidae, 149-150
Cattle Egret, 145
Cave Swallow, 202
Cedar Waxwing, 223
Certhiidae, 206-207
Cerulean Warbler, 271
Charadriidae, 104-108
Chats, 252
Chestnut-collared Longspur, 233
Chestnut-sided Warbler, 274
Chickadees, 203-204, 
Chihuahuan Raven, 196
Chimney Swift, 91
Chipping Sparrow, 238
Chuck-will’s-widow, 88
Chukar, 76
Ciconiidae, 137
Cinclidae, 212
Cinnamon Teal, 59
Clapper Rail, 96
Clark’s Grebe, 83
Clark’s Nutcracker, 195
Clay-colored Sparrow, 239
Cliff Swallow, 201
Columbidae, 83-85
Common (Eurasian) Crane, 103
Common Eider, 68

Common Gallinule, 98
Common Goldeneye, 71
Common Grackle, 257
Common Ground-Dove, 84
Common Loon, 136
Common Merganser, 72
Common Nighthawk, 87
Common Poorwill, 88
Common Raven, 196
Common Redpoll, 230
Common Tern, 134
Common Yellowthroat, 269
Connecticut Warbler, 267
Cooper’s Hawk, 154
Coots, 100
Cordilleran Flycatcher, 182
Cormorants, 138
Corvidae, 193
Costa’s Hummingbird, 94
Cranes, 101-104
Creepers, 206-207
Crested Caracara, 174
Crows, 196-197
Cuckoos, 86
Cuculidae, 86
Curlew Sandpiper, 114
Curve-billed Thrasher, 220

Dark-eyed Junco, 251
Dickcissel, 285
Dippers, 212
Double-crested Cormorant, 138
Doves, 84-85
Downy Woodpecker, 171
Dunlin, 115
Dusky Flycatcher, 182

Eagles, 152, 160
Eared Grebe, 81
Eastern Bluebird, 214
Eastern Kingbird, 186
Eastern Meadowlark, 254
Eastern Phoebe, 183
Eastern Screech-Owl, 162
Eastern Towhee, 237
Eastern Whip-poor-will, 89
Eastern Wood-Pewee, 179
Egrets, 143-145
Elegant [Crested] Tinamou, 51
Emberizidae, 236-252
Emperor Goose, 51
Eskimo Curlew, 111
Eurasian Collared-Dove, 84
Eurasian Tree Sparrow, 225
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Eurasian Wigeon, 61
European Starling, 222
Evening Grosbeak, 232

Falcons, 174-176
Ferruginous Hawk, 159
Field Sparrow, 240
Finches, 226-232
Fish Crow, 196
Flammulated Owl, 161
Flycatchers, 178-187
Forster’s Tern, 134
Fox Sparrow, 247
Franklin’s Gull, 129
Fregatidae, 137
Frigatebirds, 137
Fringillidae, 226-232

Gadwall, 60, 
Garganey, 58
Gaviidae, 135-136
Glaucous Gull, 132
Glaucous-winged Gull, 132
Glossy Ibis, 148
Gnatcatchers, 212
Golden Eagle, 160
Golden-crowned Kinglet, 213
Golden-crowned Sparrow, 251
Golden-winged Warbler, 264
Grace’s Warbler, 277
Grackles, 257-258
Grasshopper Sparrow, 244
Gray Catbird, 220
Gray Flycatcher, 182
Gray Jay, 193
Gray Partridge, 76
Gray-cheeked Thrush, 217
Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch, 226
Great Black-backed Gull, 132
Great Blue Heron, 142
Great Crested Flycatcher, 184
Great Egret, 143
Great Gray Owl, 165
Great Horned Owl, 162
Greater Prairie-Chicken, 79
Greater Sage-Grouse, 77
Greater Scaup, 67
Greater White-fronted Goose, 53
Greater Yellowlegs, 123
Great-tailed Grackle, 258
Grebes, 80-83
Green Heron, 146
Green-tailed Towhee, 236
Green-winged Teal, 64

Groove-billed Ani, 87
Grosbeaks, 227, 232, 281-282
Grouse, 77-79
Gruidae, 101-104
Gulls, 127-132
Gyrfalcon, 175

Hairy Woodpecker, 172
Hammond’s Flycatcher, 182
Harlequin Duck, 68
Harris’s Hawk, 156
Harris’s Sparrow, 250
Hawks, 154-160
Henslow’s Sparrow, 245
Hepatic Tanager, 279
Hermit Thrush, 218
Hermit Warbler, 277
Herons, 142-147
Herring Gull, 130
Hirundinidae, 198-204
Hoary Redpoll, 230
Hooded Crane, 104
Hooded Merganser, 72
Hooded Oriole, 261
Hooded Warbler, 269
Horned Grebe, 81
Horned Lark, 197
House Finch, 227
House Sparrow, 224
House Wren, 208
Hudsonian Godwit, 112
Hummingbirds, 93-95

Ibises, 148
Iceland Gull, 131
Icteridae, 253-262
Icteriidae, 252
Inca Dove, 84
Indigo Bunting, 285
Jaegers, 126
Jays, 193-195
Junco, 251

Kentucky Warbler, 268
Killdeer, 107
King Eider, 68
King Rail, 97
Kingfishers, 167-168
Kinglets, 213-214

Laniidae, 187-188
Lapland Longspur, 232
Laridae, 127-135
Lark Bunting, 242
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Lark Sparrow, 241
Larks, 197
Laughing Gull, 128
Lazuli Bunting, 284
Least Bittern, 142
Least Flycatcher, 181
Least Sandpiper, 116
Least Tern, 133
LeConte’s Sparrow, 245
Lesser Black-backed Gull, 131
Lesser Goldfinch, 231
Lesser Prairie-Chicken, 79
Lesser Scaup, 67
Lesser Yellowlegs, 122
Lewis’s Woodpecker, 168
Lincoln’s Sparrow, 248
Little Blue Heron, 144
Little Gull, 128
Loggerhead Shrike, 187
Long-billed Curlew, 111
Long-billed Dowitcher, 119
Long-eared Owl, 165
Longspurs, 232-235, 
Long-tailed Duck, 70
Long-tailed Jaeger, 126
Loons, 135-136
Louisiana Waterthrush, 263

MacGillivray’s Warbler, 268
Magnificent Frigatebird, 137
Magnolia Warbler, 272
Magpies, 195
Mallard, 62
Marbled Godwit, 112
Marsh Wren, 209
McCown’s Longspur, 234
Meadowlarks, 254-255
Merlin, 175
Mew Gull, 129
Mimidae, 220-222
Mississippi Kite, 151
Mockingbirds, 222
Monk Parakeet, 177
Motacillidae, 225-226
Mottled Duck, 63
Mountain Bluebird, 215
Mountain Chickadee, 203
Mountain Plover, 107
Mourning Dove, 85
Mourning Warbler, 268
Mute Swan, 56

Nashville Warbler, 267
Nelson’s Sparrow, 247

Neotropic Cormorant, 138
Nightjars, 87-89
Northern Bobwhite, 75
Northern Cardinal, 281
Northern Flicker, 173
Northern Goshawk, 155
Northern Harrier, 153
Northern Hawk Owl, 163
Northern Mockingbird, 222
Northern Parula, 271
Northern Pintail, 63
Northern Rough-winged Swallow, 200
Northern Saw-whet Owl, 167
Northern Shoveler, 59
Northern Shrike, 188
Northern Waterthrush, 263
Northern Wheatear, 214
Nuthatches, 204-206

Odontophoridae, 75
Old World Sparrows, 224-225
Olive-sided Flycatcher, 178
Orange-crowned Warbler, 266
Orchard Oriole, 260
Orioles, 260-262
Osprey, 150
Ovenbird, 262
Owls, 161-167

Pacific Loon, 136
Pacific Wren, 209
Painted Bunting, 285
Palm Warbler, 275
Pandionidae, 150-151
Parasitic Jaeger, 126
Paridae, 203-204
Parrots, 177
Parulidae, 262-279
Passenger Pigeon, 84
Passeridae, 224-225
Pectoral Sandpiper, 117
Pelecanidae, 139-140
Peregrine Falcon, 176
Phaethontidae, 137
Phainopepla, 224
Phalacrocoracidae, 138
Phalaropes, 123-125
Pheasants, 76
Philadelphia Vireo, 191
Picidae, 168-174
Pied-billed Grebe, 80
Pigeons, 83-84
Pileated Woodpecker, 173
Pine Grosbeak, 227
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Pine Siskin, 230
Pine Warbler, 275
Pinyon Jay, 193
Piping Plover, 106
Pipits, 225-226
Plovers, 104-108
Plumbeous Vireo, 191
Podicipedidae, 80-83
Polioptilidae, 212
Pomarine Jaeger, 126
Prairie Falcon, 176
Prairie Warbler, 277
Prothonotary Warbler, 265
Psittacidae, 177
Ptilogonatidae, 224
Purple Finch, 228
Purple Gallinule, 98
Purple Martin, 198
Pygmy Nuthatch, 206

Quails, 75

Rails, 95-97
Rallidae, 95-100
Recurvirostridae, 108-109
Red Crossbill, 229
Red Knot, 113
Red Phalarope, 125
Red-bellied Woodpecker, 170
Red-breasted Merganser, 73
Red-breasted Nuthatch, 204
Reddish Egret, 145
Red-eyed Vireo, 192
Redhead, 66
Red-headed Woodpecker, 169
Red-naped Sapsucker, 171
Red-necked Grebe, 81
Red-necked Phalarope, 125
Red-shouldered Hawk, 156
Red-tailed Hawk, 158
Red-throated Loon, 135
Red-winged Blackbird, 253
Regulidae, 213-214
Ring-billed Gull, 130
Ring-necked Duck, 66
Ring-necked Pheasant, 76
Rock Pigeon, 83
Rock Wren, 207
Roseate Spoonbill, 149
Rose-breasted Grosbeak, 281
Ross’s Goose, 52
Ross’s Gull, 128
Rough-legged Hawk, 159
Royal Tern, 135

Ruby-crowned Kinglet, 213
Ruby-throated Hummingbird, 93
Ruddy Duck, 74
Ruddy Turnstone, 113
Ruff, 114
Ruffed Grouse, 77
Rufous Hummingbird, 94
Rusty Blackbird, 256

Sabine’s Gull, 127
Sage Thrasher, 221
Sagebrush Sparrow, 242
Sanderling, 115
Sandhill Crane, 101
Sandpipers, 110, 115-118
Savannah Sparrow, 243
Say’s Phoebe, 183
Scarlet Tanager, 279
Scissor-tailed Flycatcher, 187
Scolopacidae, 110-125
Scott’s Oriole, 262
Sedge Wren, 209
Semipalmated Plover, 105
Semipalmated Sandpiper, 117
Sharp-shinned Hawk, 154
Sharp-tailed Grouse, 77
Sharp-tailed Sandpiper, 114
Short-billed Dowitcher, 118
Short-eared Owl, 166
Shrikes, 187-188
Silky Flycatchers, 224
Sittidae, 204-206
Slaty-backed Gull, 132
Smith’s Longspur, 234
Snipes, 119-120
Snow Bunting, 235
Snow Goose, 51
Snowy Egret, 144
Snowy Owl, 162
Snowy Plover, 105
Solitary Sandpiper, 121
Song Sparrow, 248
Sora, 97
Sparrows (see also Old World Sparrows), 

236-252
Spoonbills, 149
Spotted Sandpiper, 121
Spotted Towhee, 236
Sprague’s Pipit, 226
Starlings, 222, 
Steller’s Jay, 194
Stercorariidae, 126
Stilt Sandpiper, 114
Stilts, 108-109
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Strigidae, 161-167
Sturnidae, 222
Sulidae, 137
Summer Tanager, 279
Surf Scoter, 68
Swainson’s Hawk, 157
Swainson’s Thrush, 217
Swainson’s Warbler, 266
Swallows, 198-204
Swallow-tailed Kite, 151
Swamp Sparrow, 249
Swifts, 91-93

Taiga Bean Goose, 54
Tanagers, 279-280
Tennessee Warbler, 266
Terns, 133-135
Thrashers, 220-222
Threskiornithidae, 148-149
Thrushes, 214-219
Tinamous, 51
Titmice, 204
Towhees, 236-238
Townsend’s Solitaire, 215
Townsend’s Warbler, 277
Tree Swallow, 199
Tricolored Heron, 145
Trochilidae, 93-95
Troglodytidae, 207-211
Tropicbirds, 137
Trumpeter Swan, 56
Tufted Duck, 67
Tufted Titmouse, 204
Tundra Swan, 57
Turdidae, 214-219
Turkey Vulture, 149
Turkeys, 80
Tyrannidae, 178-187 
Tytonidae, 161

Upland Sandpiper, 110

Varied Thrush, 219
Veery, 216
Vermilion Flycatcher, 184
Vesper Sparrow, 241
Violet-green Swallow, 199
Vireonidae, 189-193
Virginia Rail, 97
Virginia’s Warbler, 267
Vultures, 149-150

Warblers, 262-279
Warbling Vireo, 192

Waterfowl, 51-74
Waxwings, 223
Western Bluebird, 215
Western Grebe, 82
Western Kingbird, 186
Western Meadowlark, 255
Western Sandpiper, 118
Western Scrub-Jay, 195
Western Tanager, 280
Western Wood-Pewee, 178
Whimbrel, 110
White Ibis, 148
White-breasted Nuthatch, 205
White-crowned Sparrow, 250
White-eyed Vireo, 189
White-faced Ibis, 148
White-rumped Sandpiper, 116
White-tailed Kite, 151
White-tailed Tropicbird, 137
White-throated Sparrow, 249
White-throated Swift, 91
White-winged Crossbill, 229
White-winged Dove, 85
White-winged Scoter, 69
Whooping Crane, 103
Wild Turkey, 80
Willet, 122
Williamson’s Sapsucker, 170
Willow Flycatcher, 180
Wilson’s Phalarope, 123
Wilson’s Snipe, 120
Wilson’s Warbler, 278
Winter Wren, 208
Wood Duck, 57
Wood Stork, 137
Wood Thrush, 218
Woodpeckers, 168-174
Worm-eating Warbler, 263
Wrens, 207-211

Yellow Rail, 95
Yellow Warbler, 273
Yellow-bellied Flycatcher, 179
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, 170
Yellow-billed Cuckoo, 86
Yellow-billed Loon, 136
Yellow-breasted Chat, 252
Yellow-crowned Night-Heron, 147
Yellow-headed Blackbird, 255
Yellow-rumped Warbler, 276
Yellow-throated Vireo, 190
Yellow-throated Warbler, 276

Zone-tailed Hawk, 158




