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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY 

Mostly a resident in California. Common locally throughout Central Valley and in coastal
districts from Sonoma Co. south. Breeds near fresh water, preferably in emergent wetland
with tall, dense cattails or tules, but also in thickets of willow, blackberry, wild rose, tall herbs.
Feeds in grassland and cropland habitats. Breeds locally in northeastern California. 
In winter, becomes more widespread along central coast and San Francisco Bay area
(Grinnell and Miller 1944, McCaskie et al. 1979, Garrett and Dunn 1981) and is found in
portions of the Colorado Desert. Numbers appear to be declining in California (DeHaven et al. 1975). 

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS 

Feeding: In California studies summarized by Skorupa et al. (1980), animal matter, mostly
insects and spiders, made up 86-91% of nestling and fledgling diet, and 28-96% of adult diet
in spring and summer. Insect consumption in Sacramento Valley reached a peak of 39% in
summer (Crase and DeHaven 1978). Seeds and cultivated grains, such as rice and oats, are
other major foods, composing most of fall and winter diet. Forages on ground in croplands,
grassy fields, flooded land, and along edges of ponds. 

Cover: Seeks cover in emergent wetland vegetation, especially cattails and tules; also in
trees and shrubs. Roosts in large flocks in emergent wetland or in trees (Terres 1980). 

Reproduction: Usually nests in dense cattails or tules; also nests in thickets of willow,
blackberry, wild rose, tall herbs. Nest usually located a few ft over, or near, fresh water; also
may be hidden on ground among low vegetation. Builds nest of mud and plant materials.
Highly colonial; nesting area must be large enough to support a minimum colony of about 50
pairs (Grinnell and Miller 1944). 

Water: Nest located over or near fresh water, especially in emergent wetland. Drinking
water probably required, at least when seeds and grains are major foods. 

Pattern: Frequents fresh emergent wetlands. Nest may be located up to 6.4 km (4 mi) 
from foraging areas (Orians 1961). 

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY 

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, diurnal activity. 

Seasonal Movements/Migration: Not migratory over most of range, but leaves
northeastern California in fall and winter, presumably migrating south. Flocks become
nomadic in fall seeking food. In winter, flocks become more widespread from Marin to Santa
Cruz cos. and in Sacramento River Delta. 



Home Range: Breeders in Colusa and Yuba cos. traveled as far as 6.4 km (4 mi) from 
nest to feed; in each of 2 colonies, members foraged over more than 78 km² (80 mi²) (Orians 
1961). 

Territory: Breeding territory, which includes only vicinity of nest, usually about 3.3 m² 
(85 ft²), or less, in dense vegetation, but may be larger in less suitable cover (Orians 1961). 

Reproduction: Usual breeding season mid-April into late July. Orians (1960) also reported 
active breeding in October and November in Sacramento Valley. Polygynous; each male may 
have several mates nesting in his small territory. A colony varies in size from a minimum of 
about 50 nests (Grinnell and Miller 1944) to over 20,000 in an area of 4 ha (10 ac), or less 
(DeHaven et al. 1975). Colonies were even larger in former decades. Apparently has highest 
nesting density of any blackbird in North America (Ehrlich et al. 1988). Clutch size usually 3 
or 4 eggs, range 2-6; may raise 2 broods per yr (Terres 1980). Incubation lasts about 11 
days; altricial young tended by female or by both parents. Young leave nest at about 13 days. 
Probably breeds first at 1 yr (Harrison 1978). 

Niche: Highly gregarious in all seasons. Dense breeding colonies vulnerable to massive 
nest destruction by mammalian and avian predators, including Swainson's hawks (Bent 
1958). 
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