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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY 

In southern California, common summer resident (especially April to September), at Salton 
Sea and Colorado River, in dense emergent wetlands near sources of freshwater, and in 
desert riparian (saltcedar scrub). Probably nests only in emergent wetlands. In deserts and coastal lowlands, quite rare,
but breeds locally in the Owens Valley and Mojave Desert. Rare to uncommon April to September in large, fresh
emergent wetlands of cattails and tules in San Diego county, and the Sacramento and San Joaquin Valleys, and where
it nests (Cogswell 1977, McCaskie et al. 1979). In northeastern California, recent breeding records exist in Siskiyou,
Modoc and Lassen counties. (Sterling, 2008). 

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS 

Feeding: Eats mainly small fishes, aquatic and terrestrial insects, and crayfish; also
amphibians, small mammals, and miscellaneous invertebrates. Stalks or stands motionless in
shallow water, then quickly strikes at prey, in water or on emergent vegetation; hunts in small
openings in dense, emergent vegetation; moves on to new pool after each capture (Palmer
1962); at Salton Sea and Colorado River, also may feed in adjacent thickets of saltcedar.
Often feeds on the open-water side of emergent vegetation, using vegetation stalks as
stepping-stones (Weller 1961). 

Cover: Rests, roosts, and hides in dense, emergent vegetation and, at Salton Sea and
Colorado River, in adjacent thickets of saltcedar in desert riparian habitat. 

Reproduction: Nests, made of dried and living plants, are built low in tules or cattails, usually
above water level. Usually over water 0.3 m (1 ft), or more, deep (Cogswell 1977). Usually near
open water, or a small opening in vegetation (Weller 1961). 

Water: No additional data found. 

Pattern: Uses dense, emergent vegetation for cover and nesting, and feeds in such
vegetation, as well as in small openings. Often feeds along the edge of emergent vegetation,
on the open-water side. 

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY 

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, diurnal or circadian activity. Feeds in daytime, but not known if
it feeds at night as does American bittern. Migrates nocturnally (Terres 1980). 

Seasonal Movements/Migration: Most of California population migrates south to Mexico
for winter (mainly October to March). Part of population in southern California apparently is
nonmigratory. 



Home Range: Reported nest densities include: 15 nests in 0.8 ha (2 ac) of marsh in 
Michigan (Wood 1951) 26 nests in 26 ha (65 ac) (Beecher 1942), and 19 nests in an 18 ha 
(44 ac) marsh in lowa (Palmer 1962). 

Territory: Defends nesting territory, but size unknown. 

Reproduction: Based on limited data, apparently arrives on California breeding ground late 
March to May, lays eggs mid-April to early July. Probably monogamous; nests solitarily, but 
sometimes in high densities in good habitat. Clutch size usually 4-5, range 2-7 (Weller 1961). 
Apparently double-brooded, at least in lowa. Incubation 19-20 days (Weller 1961). 
Semi-altricial young, tended by both parents, sometimes until 26 days old. Ages at first flight, 
independence, and first breeding unknown (Palmer 1962). 

Niche: Marsh wren has been seen puncturing eggs of this species (Bent 1926). Turtles 
sometimes eat young (Weller 1961). Populations have declined from marsh drainage, human 
disturbance, and pesticides (Palmer 1962, Arbib 1979). Because of nocturnal migration at 
low altitude, frequently killed, or injured, by collisions with obstacles such as TV towers 
(Terres 1980). 
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