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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY 

A common resident of most of California, but avoids higher mountains and occurs only
locally in southern deserts. In winter, most leave montane habitats; more abundant and
widespread then in lowlands and deserts. At all seasons, prefers riparian, fresh or saline
emergent wetland, and wet meadow habitats. Breeds in riparian thickets of willows, other
shrubs, vines, tall herbs, and in fresh or saline emergent vegetation. Also breeds in damp
thickets and coastal scrub of northern California and Channel Islands where fog drip and a
moist climate compensate for a lack of surface water. In winter in much of northern California,
also may be found far from water, in open habitats with thickets of shrubs or tall herbs.
Usually avoids densely wooded habitats, except along forest edges. An uncommon resident 
in suitable habitat in southern deserts along western edge (very locally) and in Imperial and
Colorado River valleys (Grinnell and Miller 1944, McCaskie et al. 1979, Garrett and Dunn
1981). 

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS 

Feeding: Seeds are the most important foods in annual diet, but insects, spiders, other
small invertebrates, make up almost half of diet in nesting season (Martin et al. 1961).
Berries and other small fruits are minor foods. Regularly takes crustaceans and mollusks
along coast. Usually forages on ground or in low vegetation, under cover of dense thickets or
wetland vegetation. Gleans from ground or low plants and often scratches in litter.
Sometimes forages a short distance from cover. 

Cover: Requires low, dense vegetation for protective cover, usually near water, in
emergent vegetation, or in other moist areas. Male typically sings from exposed perch at
moderate height in shrub, tall herb, or low tree. 

Reproduction: Builds nest on ground (Bent 1968); also nests in shrub, thicket, emergent
vegetation, small tree, usually within 1.3 m (4 ft) of ground (Harrison 1978). Ground nest
hidden under low, dense vegetation, usually near water, in emergent vegetation, or in other
moist site. 

Water: In more arid regions, nests only along edges of bodies of water. In northern
California and Channel Islands, also nests in coastal fog zone and shaded sites where
generally moist conditions compensate for a lack of surface water. In winter, may be found
far from water throughout much of northern California. 

Pattern: Breeds in dense riparian thickets, emergent wetlands, or dense thickets in other
moist situations. An open overstory of trees may be present, but is not required. In winter,
occurs in similar habitats, often far from water. 

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY 



Activity Patterns: Yearlong, diurnal activity. 

Seasonal Movements/Migration: Most nesters in California nonmigratory, but numbers 
augmented in winter by migrants from north. Part of the population that breeds east of 
Cascade Range and Sierra Nevada migrates to more westerly and southerly portions of 
California in winter. Breeders in montane habitats mostly move to lower elevations for winter; 
more widespread then in desert riparian habitat. 

Home Range: A single winter home range in New York was 0.6 ha (1.4 ac) (Butts 1927). 
In Kansas, Fitch (1958) measured a winter home range of 3.6 ha (8.9 ac), and estimated 29 
home ranges as averaging about 2.8 ha (6.8 ac). In British Columbia, home range of an 
island population averaged 0.05 ha (0.12 ac) (Tompa 1962). 

Territory: Territory in Ohio varied from 0.2 to 0.6 ha (0.48 to 1.4 ac), averaging 0.3 ha (0.7 
ac) (Nice 1943). Breeding territory in salt marshes of Contra Costa Co. averaged about 0.04 
ha (0.1 ac) in a year of high density (Johnston 1956b) adults rarely shifted location from year 
to year (Johnston 1956a). In a San Francisco Bay salt marsh, territory averaged 0.07 ha (0.2 
ac) in human-altered linear strips of habitat, and 0.04 ha (0.1 ac) in unaltered habitat (Walton 
1978). Along Minnesota lakeshores, 4 territories varied from 0.12 to 0.26 ha (0.30 to 0.65 ac), 
averaging 0.18 ha (0.45 ac) (McCarty 1975). On an island in British Columbia, territory 
averaged 0.03 ha (0.07 ac) (Tompa 1962). 

Reproduction: Nesting season usually begins in April. A monogamous, solitary nester. 
Clutch size 3 or 4, rarely 2, 5 or 6. Often double-brooded, sometimes treble-brooded. 
Incubation lasts 12-14 days. Altricial young tended by both parents; leave nest at about 10 
days and become independent about 25 days later. Probably breeds first at 1 yr (Harrison 
1978). 

Niche: Typical nest predators listed by Nice (1931) included dogs, cats, and rats. 
According to Friedmann (1963), one of the most frequent, if not the most frequent, host of 
brown-headed cowbird nest parasitism. One of the most variable bird species; 31 races in 
North America (Ehrlich et al. 1988). 

Comments: M. m. maxillaris, the Suisun song sparrow, was listed as a Candidate for 
California Endangered status in 1988. This scarce resident race lives in habitat fragments of 
emergent wetland in Solano and Contra Costa cos. (California Department of Fish and Game 
1989). M. m. samuelis, the San Pablo song sparrow, and M. m. pusillula the Alameda song 
sparrow, also are California Species of Special Concern. These 2 races also inhabit 
emergent wetland in the San Francisco Bay area. 
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