Southwestern Willow Flycatcher

(Empidonax traillii extimus)—Endangered

Description

Willow flycatchersaresmall (6"
talDbirdswithgreyish-green
backsand wings, whitish throats,
lightgrey-green breastsand pale
yellowishbellies Theyhavetwo
whitebarsoneach wingand
usually lack the whiteeyeringof
similarsmallgreen flycatchers. At
extremely closedistances, willow
flycatchersrevealabill whichis
black onthetop(upper mandible)
andcompletely yellowonthe
bottom(lower mandible). Willow
flycatchersaresosimilarin
appearancetootherflycatchersof
the Empidonaxgenus,thatthe
best way todistinguish themisby
theirsong—asneezy “fitz-bew”or
“fitzabew.”

Distribution and Habitat

Twosubspeciesof willow fly-
catchersbreedin Utahandathird
may occurduringspringandfall
migration. Thesesubspecies
cannotbedistinguishedin the
fieldandmay interbreedin
portionsof thestate. However,
southwesternwillow flycatchers
aregenerally considered tobreed

Photocourtesyof ReneeNetter.

insouthern Utahin theMojave,
UtahMountains,and Colorado
Plateauecoregions. Theother
subspecies (E t adastus) breeds
inwesternandnorthern Utah.
Thecurrentdistributionof the
southwesternsubspeciesisnot
wellknownin Utah. Recent
surveyshaveconfirmedonly two
nestingsites(oneon the Virgin
River,theother near Fish Lake),
thoughsuitablehabitathasbeen
locatedalongseveral streamsand
riversincludingthe VirginRiver
anditstributaries, KanabCreek,
PariaRiver,and the Colorado
RiversystemincludingtheSan

Juan,Escalanteand Green Rivers.

Locationswithhistoricrecordsfor
thissubspeciesinclude Virginand
SantaClaraRivers BeaverDam
‘Wash,Kanab Creek,SanJuan
Riverandsouthern portionsof the
ColoradoRiver. Additional
recordsfromtheMoabareaand
theGreenRiverindicatethatthe
subspeciesmay extendintothe
Book Cliffsof northeastern Utah.

Thewillow flycatchernests
exclusively instreamsideshrubs
andtrees(ie,riparian habitat),
nestingsitesareusually character-
izedbyacombinationof willows,
cottonwoods, and box elders. In
somelocationswherenonnative
plantshaveinvaded,these
flycatchersmay nestintamarisk
andRussianolivedominated
habitats. Breedinghabitatsusually
consistof thick, relatively wide
standsof riparian vegetationover
10feettall. Standing waterisoften
presentbelow or near the nest
site. Theflycatchersforage
extensivelyinriparianhabitatsand
occasionally feedoveropen water
orinadjacentuplandhabitats.
Theirdietconsistsof awide
variety of flyinginsectsand insect
larvaesuchascaterpillarsand
beetlegrubs.

Thewinteringgroundsof willow
flycatchersarenot wellknown,

butthey probably winterin
western Mexicoand western
Central America. Winter habitat
characteristicsarenotknown.

Life History

Willow flycatchersarerelatively
latenestersin Utah. Theyarrive
onthebreedinggroundsinlate
Mayandusually startnestingin
earlyJune. Thefemalebuildsa
small,compactcupnest madeof
dried weeds,leaves grasses, bark,
andlined with feathers, hair,and
plantdown. Afterlaying 34 eggs,
thefemaleincubatesfor1213
days. Eggshatchinmidtolate
Juneandboth parentstendthe
nestlings; nestlings fledge in12-14
days(lateJunetoearly July).
Youngandadultsmaystay inthe
nestingareauntil Augustor early
Septemberbeforestartingtheir
southerly migration. Willow
flycatcherswinterin thesubtrop-
ics,mostlikely in western Mexico
andtheCentral Americanisthmus.
Duringtheirfallandspring
migrations willow flycatchers
oftentravelatnightinflocks
mixed withflycatchersandother
songbirds.

Threats and Reasons for
Decline

Southwestern willow flycatcher
populationshavedeclinedover
thelast50 yearsand thereare
currently only around500breed-
ingpairsremaining Theprimary
reason for declineisthelossand
alterationof riparianhabitatin the
southwestern US. Additional
factorsin thedeclineinclude
parasitismby cowbirds. Cowbirds
haveexpandedtheirrangeintoall
of thewesternstatesandare
experiencingarapid population
increase. Cowbirdsremove eggs
from flycatchernests(andnestsof
many other birds),replacingthem
withtheirowneggs, leavingthe
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hostflycatcherstoraisecowbird
young. Cowbird nestlingsgrow
morerapidly thanflycatchersand
outcompetetheflycatcher
nestlingsforfood broughttothe
nestby theflycatcheradults.
Neststhatare parasitized by
cowbirdsrarely produceany
flycatcherfledglings.

Lossof riparianhabitatcontinues
tobeamajorthreattowillow
flycatchers(andalargediversity
of riparian-nesting birds). Ripar-
ianhabitatisaltered or destroyed
by urbandevelopment, flooding
of reservoirs,road construction,
overgrazing conversion to
agriculture invasionof nonnative
plants,andsomerecreational
activities. Cowbird parasitismis
alsoathreatinsomeareas where
largenumbersof cowbirds
congregatenearriparianareas.

Recovery Efforts

Arecovery planhasnotyetbeen
written forthesouthwestern
willow flycatcher. However,a
teamof Utah biologistshasbeen
formedtowriteamanagement
plan which canbeused untila
recovery planisin place. In
addition,surveyshavebeen
conductedinseveral partsof the
statetolocate willow flycatchers
andsuitablenesting habitat. Once
nestsitesarelocated they can
receiveprotectionfromharmful
activities. Bothgeneticand
vocalizationresearchisbeing
conductedtodeterminethe
distributionof Willow Flycatcher
subspeciesin Utah. Because of the
importanceof riparianhabitattoa
widevariety of wildlifespecies,
riparian conservationandrestora-
tion programshavebeeninitiated
inseveral partsof thestate. These
effortswillhelptopreserveand
enhancenestinghabitatfor willow
flycatchers.

How You Can Help

Severalgroupsareengagedin
riparianrestorationandconserva-
tionaswell asclean-ups. Youcan
takepartby contributingtimeor
money totheseefforts. These

groupsareoftenlookingfor
volunteerstohelpplantriparian
treesand shrubs. Youcan contact
yourlocal Utah Divisionof
Wildlife Resourcesofficeandask
if they know of any projectsin
yourarea.

Willow flycatchersareextremely
difficulttoidentifyandcanonly
reliably bedistinguished by voice.
But,if youarecertain you've
heardawillow flycatcherin
riparianhabitatinJuneor]July,
contact yourlocal Utah Division
of WildlifeResourcesofficeto

reportit.

Where To Learn More

Thereareafew published books
orarticlesdealingspecifically with
flycatchers. Check bookstores
andlibrariesforgeneral books
andaudiotapeson birdsand
songbirds(seereference pro-
vided). Alsolook for bookson
riparianbirdsandriparianrestora-
tionormanagement. Other
educationalmaterialssuchas
videotapesand CDROMsare
availablethroughspecialty
(nature)bookstoresand (wild)
birdshops. Websitescanbe
foundbysearchingforthe
keywords“Willow Flycatchers,
“Empidonax flycatchers,“fly-
catchers,”and “riparian birds.”
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Probable historical Southwestern Willow Flycatcher distribution.
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For More Information

Nongame Avian Program Coordinator
UtahDivisionof WildlifeResources
1594 W.North Temple,Suite 2110
POBox 146301

SaltLakeCity,UT 84114-6301
8015384764

ar

US.Fishand WildlifeService
UtahFieldOffice

145 East 1300 South, Suite 404
SaltLakeCity,UT 84115
801-524-5001

Southwestern Willow Flycatcher nest photocourtesyof
ReneeNetter.

References

Southwestern Willow Flycatcher babitat photocourtesyof
ReneeNetter.

Ehrlich, PR, D.S.Dobkin,and D. Wheye. 1988. The Birder’s
Handbook. Simon and Schuster,Inc, New York,N.Y.

Harris,J.H. 1991. Effects of brood parasitism by brown-headed
cowbirdson willow flycatcher nestingsuccessalongtheKern
River,California. West. Birds22:13-26.

McCabe,R.A.1991. Thelittlegreen bird:ecology of the Willow
Flycatcher.Palmer Publications,Inc. Amherst, Wisc.

McDonald,K.P,L.C.Peterson,and M.St. Germain. 1997. Results
of 1996surveysforsouthwestern willow flycatchersintheupper
Virgin River drainage and southern Utah. PubLNo.97-3. Utah
Divisionof Wildlife Resources,Cedar City, Utah.

Sogge, M. K, R. M. Marshall,S.]J.Sferra,and T.]. Tibbitts. 1997. A
Southwestern willow flycatcher naturalhistory summaryandsurvey
protocol. Tech Rep.97/12. USDINational Park Service,Northern
Arizona University ColoradoPlateauResearchStation, Flagstaff,
Ariz.

Tibbitts, T.J., MK.Sogge,andS.J. Sferra. 1994. A survey protocol
forsouthwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax trailliiextinus).
Tech.Rep.94/04. USDINational Park Service, Northern Arizona
University ColoradoPlateauResearchStation, Flagstaff, Ariz.

Toone,R. A. 1991. General inventory for southwestern willow
flycatcherson theFish Lake National Forest, Utah. 1991 Coopera-
tive Challenge Cost Share Project. Utah Departmentof Natural
Resources,Salt Lake City, Utah.

Unitt,P. 1987. Empidonax trailliiextimus Anendangered subspe-
cies. Western Birds18(3)137-162.

U.S. Fishand WildlifeService. 1995. Endangered and threatened
wildlifeand plants: final ruledeterminingendangeredstatus for
thesouthwestern willow flycatcher. Federal Register 6010694
10715(February 27,1995).

UtahDivisionof Wildlife Resources. 1997. Southwestern Willow
Flycatcher Occurrenceand Habitat in the Escalante River, Kanab
Creek,and Paria River Drainagesin 1997. Publ. No0.97-12. Utah
Divisionof Wildlife Resources,Cedar City,Utah.

31



