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SPECIES FACT SHEET Family Tyrannidae

Southwestern Willow
Flycatcher

(Empidonax trailii extimus)

Taxonomy

The southwestern willow flycatcher is one of four subspe-
cies of Empidonax trailii in the family of tyrant flycatchers
(Tyrannidae). The three other willow flycatcher subspecies
occupy different breeding ranges in the U.S. adjacent to the
southwestern subspecies, with E. t. adastus to the north,
E. t. trailii to the east, and E. t. brewsteri to the northwest
along the northern Pacific coast.

Description

The southwestern willow flycatcher is a small passerine, or
perching bird, less than 15 cm (5.75 in) long from the tip of
its bill to the tip of its tail. It weighs 11-12 grams. It has a
brownish-olive to gray-green upper body, a whitish throat
contrasting with a pale olive breast, a pale yellow belly,
and two light wing bars. Males and females do not differ in
plumage, but juveniles differ from adults by having buffy
wing bars. If you are fortunate enough to view this bird
up close, you will notice a completely yellow lower man-
dible and the lack of a conspicuous eye-ring. All willow
flycatchers have a distinctive sneezy “fitz-bew” song, give
“whit” and “brrrit” calls, and often flick their tails upward
when perched.

Distribution

Southwestern willow flycatchers are Neotropical migrants
that breed in patches of riparian habitat throughout the
American Southwest. Their breeding habitat currently
ranges from southern California, through southern Nevada,
southern Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, southwestern Colo-
rado, and historically included western Texas and extreme
northwestern Mexico. They travel south to winter ranges
in Mexico, Central America, and northern South America.
While their current distribution is similar to their historic
range, southwestern willow flycatcher population numbers
have declined precipitously in response to the loss of suit-
able riparian habitat throughout the region.
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Habitat Associations

Southwestern willow flycatchers require moist microcli-
matic and vegetative conditions, and breed only in dense
riparian vegetation near surface water or saturated soil.
While wet conditions are uniformly required, the structure
and species of vegetation in which they nest vary by region
and availability. The birds frequently build nests in non-
native tamarisk (Zamarix spp.), as well as in native wil-
low (Salix spp.), typically in vegetation stands of 4-7 m in
height. Nesting habitat patches can range widely in size,
from as small as 0.6 ha to as much as 200 ha, although
the majority of patches tend towards the smaller end of the
range. They typically avoid narrow, linear patches less than
10 m wide.

Patches of riparian habitat are commonly used by willow
flycatchers during migration, but may be smaller in size,
with shorter, sparser vegetation structure than those used
for nesting. In the winter, willow flycatchers use a variety
of habitats, but appear to prefer semi-open brushy areas
that are near water.
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Life History

Southwestern willow flycatchers spend only 3—4 months of
the year paired with a mate for the breeding season. They
defend a small (typically <1 ha) breeding territory during
this time, which is often clumped with nearby territories
of other flycatchers in a semi-colonial fashion. They can
occur singly or near other flycatchers during migration and
on the wintering grounds.

Males often exhibit site fidelity by returning to the general
area of the previous year’s breeding grounds. Because of
the dynamic nature of riparian habitat, however, (a single
flood can destroy an entire patch), flycatchers are known to
move among sites in their breeding grounds, either within
the same year or from year to year.

Feeding Habits

Southwestern willow flycatchers feed primarily on insects,
darting out in short flights to catch them in mid-air, or hov-
ering to glean insects from foliage. They forage during
the day, inside and above the canopy, along patch edges
and openings in their territory, and above surface water,
catching prey as diverse as flying ants to dragonflies. Hy-
menoptera (ants, bees, wasps, sawflies), Diptera (true flies,
mosquitoes, gnats, midges), and Hemiptera (true bugs, ci-
cadas, aphids, hoppers, shieldbugs) comprise much of the
flycatcher’s diet.

Reproductive Biology

Southwestern willow flycatchers usually pair with a single
mate during the breeding season, although polygyny (mul-
tiple female mates) has been documented at low rates.

Males arrive on breeding grounds in late April to early
May to establish territories, approximately 1-2 weeks be-
fore the females arrive. After pairing, the female builds an
open cup nest from leaves, grass, fibers, feathers, and ani-
mal hair, approximately 8 cm high and 8 cm wide (outside
dimensions). She meshes it into the fork of a tree branch,
with the nest typically supported by several small-diameter
upward-angling support stems. Nests are placed at an aver-
age of 4.6 m in height, but they can range from 1-12 m.

In late May to early June, the female lays 3—4 buffy eggs
with brown markings in a circle at the blunt end of the
egg. She incubates them for 12—15 days, and then both the
female and male tend the young during the 12—15 day nest-
ling stage. After fledging, young stay close to the nest for a
few days, and do not leave the natal area for at least 14—15
days. During this time, both adults respond to the loudly
begging fledglings by bringing them food. Some pairs will
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attempt to raise a second brood later in the season, par-
ticularly if their first nesting attempt fails. Nests with eggs
have been observed as late as 30 August, with nestlings
into mid-September.

Conservation Assessment

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service listed the southwest-
ern willow flycatcher as a federally endangered species in
1995, and completed a plan for its recovery in 2002. By
2002, it was estimated that only 900 to 1100 pairs existed.
That estimate has increased to 1299 territories as of the
most recent rangewide survey, completed in 2007.

One of the primary reasons for the decline of this species is
the loss and degradation of dense, native riparian habitats.
Water impoundment (dams), water diversion for agricul-
ture, and groundwater pumping all have altered stream-
flow and thus riparian vegetation. Other impacts to ripar-
ian habitat are caused by stream bank stabilization, riparian
vegetation control, livestock grazing, off-road vehicle use,
increased fires, and urban development. The replacement
of native riparian plants, such as cottonwood and willow,
by nonnative tamarisk has changed the character of nesting
habitat for the flycatcher, although flycatchers do success-
fully nest in tamarisk. Additionally, brown-headed cow-
birds (Molothrus ater) can pose a significant threat to some
local southwestern willow flycatcher populations through
brood parasitism. Cowbirds have increased in range and
abundance in response to increased irrigated agriculture
and livestock grazing.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service revised flycatcher criti-
cal habitat in January 2013, following previous designa-
tions in 1997 and 2005. The current critical habitat desig-
nation follows Recovery Plan goals, and identifies 1,975
stream kilometers in Arizona, New Mexico, and the south-
ern portions of California, Nevada, Utah, and Colorado.
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Critical habitat for the southwestern willow flycatcher. Source: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Federal Register, 2013. (http://
www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2013-01-03/pdf/2012-30634.pdf)
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