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The time when a young bird 
leaves (fledges) from the nest 
until it becomes independent, 
i.e., the fledgling period,1,2 is an 
under-studied phase of the annual 
cycle of birds, particularly of 
hosts of brood-parasitic cowbirds 
(Molothrus spp.). Smith3 reported 
that fledgling Song Sparrows 
(Melospiza melodia), colour marked 
to facilitate individual recognition, 
experienced no significant reduction 
in survival due to cowbird parasitism, 
whereas evidence from other studies 
suggests otherwise. In a study of 
reproductive success of Indigo 
Buntings (Passerina cyanea), reduced 
survival of fledglings was found in 
which juvenile buntings fledged from 
parasitized nests were 82 per cent 
less likely to return to natal areas 
in their second year than juvenile 
buntings from unparasitized nests.4 
This result has been augmented 
by numerous anecdotal field 
observations5-8, and results of a 
radio-telemetry study9 of hosts that 
tended cowbird fledglings but none 
of their own. The high frequency of 
observations of hosts feeding only 
fledged cowbirds points strongly 
towards the host’s fledglings having 
died prior to or soon after leaving the 
nest rather than being fed elsewhere, 
possibly by the other host parent.7,8 
These observations are usually 
assumed to involve the species that 
reared the cowbird, being mindful 
that individuals of other species 
occasionally join in the feeding.10,11

I document five observations 
of putative hosts feeding only 

fledged Brown-headed Cowbirds 
(M. ater). The observations were 
made between 1986 and 1993, 
one in southwestern Saskatchewan 
(near Val Marie), one involving two 
“host” species from southwestern 
Manitoba (Turtle Mountain Provincial 
Park), and three during studies of 
cowbird host use in the dune-ridge 
forest that separates Lake Manitoba 
and Delta Marsh, Manitoba.12 
These observations augment a 
compilation of more than 225 
previous observations of family 
groups consisting of parasitized 
species feeding only cowbird 
fledglings (Table 1), but accurate 
documentation of survival of host 
and cowbird fledglings will require 
tracking radio-marked, known-age 
fledglings over the entire fledgling 
period.

Stages of Cowbird 
Development

For the observations presented 
here, I assigned each fledgling 
Brown-headed Cowbird to one of 
four main stages of development 
between leaving the nest and 
independence, as proposed by 
Woodward13: inactive, active, super-

active, and independent. The inactive 
stage is an extension of the late 
nestling period, and lasts for up to 
three days; fledglings occasionally 
utter chipping sounds and generally 
perch quietly except when being fed. 
The active stage lasts most of the 
fledgling period, from three to 13 
days out of the nest; characterized 
by hourly bouts of flight, pecking, 
pecking and walking, and dropping 
to the ground. The super-active 
stage is from 12 to 23 days of age 
out of the nest and three to 11 days 
to independence; young constantly 
flying after hosts, actively begging 
with quivering wings and loud 
calling. Brown-headed Cowbird 
fledglings gain independence 16 to 
28 days after leaving the nest, when 
adults have stopped feeding them. 

Observations
Common Yellowthroat/Chestnut-

sided Warbler (Active stage of 
Woodward13; cowbird three to 
13 days out of nest) – For almost 
40 minutes, I watched a Brown-
headed Cowbird fledgling initially 
begging loudly and being fed 
alternately by a male Common 
Yellowthroat (Geothlypis trichas) 

ADDITIONAL OBSERVATIONS OF PUTATIVE HOST  
SPECIES FEEDING ONLY COWBIRD FLEDGLINGS

Locality Number of records of adults 
feeding only Brown-headed 

Cowbird fledgling(s) (%)

Source

Sierra Nevada, CA 18 of 25 (72%)a Airola5

Illinois 107 of 127 (84%) Robinson6

North America/Mexicob 97 of 102 (95%) Rasmussen and Sealy8

Table 1: Number of records of host species recorded only feeding Brown-headed 
Cowbird fledglings. Note: data are from three separate studies; each record consists of 
an observation of one or two adult birds, the putative parents, feeding only a cowbird 
fledgling(s).

a. �Interpreted another way: of 25 different family groups of fledglings, involving eight putative 
host species accurately determined to include Brown-headed Cowbird young, 18 (72 per 
cent) contained no host young, whereas seven groups consisted of adults feeding not only a 
cowbird fledgling but also at least one of their own young. In addition, of eight groups with 
>1 cowbird young, none contained host young.5

b. �Records of family groups involving 45 host species extracted from the literature from 
throughout the Brown-headed Cowbird’s range, excluding the data summarized in the two 
rows above. 
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and a male Chestnut-sided Warbler 
(Setophaga pensylvanica). When first 
observed at 16:05 hr CDT on July 
9, 1986, the cowbird was perched 
conspicuously on a dead branch 
approximately 1 m high at the 
edge of a mowed clearing in Turtle 
Mountain Provincial Park (49°05′N, 
100°25′W), Manitoba. The Common 
Yellowthroat fed the cowbird nine 
times and the Chestnut-sided 
Warbler fed it five times. Neither 
adult female nor fledglings of either 
warbler species were observed. 
The cowbird’s original host was not 
determined but both Chestnut-sided 
Warblers and Common Yellowthroats 
nest in Turtle Mountain Provincial 
Park14,15, and both species have been 
parasitized in various parts of their 
ranges.16,17 

Song Sparrow (Super-active stage; 
cowbird 12-23 days out of nest) – 
On July 21, 1989 at Delta Marsh 
(50°11′N, 98°19′W), I observed 
one adult song sparrow feeding a 
cowbird fledgling. The cowbird flew 
from perch to perch amid Common 
Nettle (Urtica dioica var. procera) 
in Sandbar Willow (Salix interior), 

begging loudly between feeding 
bouts when it was fed bill loads 
of midges (Chironomidae) by the 
Song Sparrow, which remained in 
sight throughout the observation 
period. In succession, the cowbird 
followed the sparrow as it gleaned 
more insects from the nettles then 
perched momentarily on a downed 
willow stem where it was fed again. 
Beginning at 10:21 hr, I observed the 
cowbird being fed 11 times over 45 
minutes before it became obscured 
by vegetation and was silent, and 
the Song Sparrow flew from my 
sight. During this time, I scanned in 
vain for another adult Song Sparrow 
that may have been feeding another 
cowbird, because most parasitized 
Song Sparrow nests at Delta Marsh 
received more than one cowbird 
egg.18,19 

Common Yellowthroat (Super-
active stage; cowbird 12-23 days out 
of nest) – On August 20, 1992, at 
11:45 hr, my attention was drawn to 
the vociferous begging of a fledgling 
cowbird that was being fed by a 
male Common Yellowthroat. It was 
fed three times during the next 30 

minutes, but neither an adult female 
yellowthroat nor other fledglings 
— yellowthroat or cowbird — were 
observed. The cowbird perched on 
a fallen stem of a sandbar willow 
near a clump of nettles, then 
disappeared. Feeding the single 
cowbird at this late date is what is 
interesting, not that the Common 
Yellowthroat apparently was rearing 
the cowbird, because across its range 
the yellowthroat is a frequent host 
of the Brown-headed Cowbird17,20, 
including at Delta Marsh.21 

Two other exceptionally late 
dates of cowbird parasitism at Delta 
Marsh, to which the late record for 
the Common Yellowthroat can be 
compared, were of cowbird eggs laid 
during host egg laying in nests of 
two rarely used host species: Least 
Flycatcher (Empidonax minimus) on 
July 12, 1980 and Cedar Waxwing 
(Bombycilla cedrorum) on July 13, 
1996.21 If the yellowthroat’s nest 
was parasitized on or about this 
date, the cowbird would have been 
approximately 27 days old when 
observed on August 20, following 
the timeline of events of the nesting 

Red-eyed Vireo feeding a fledgling Brown-headed Cowbird.  Photo credit: Christian Artuso
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cycles of the two species.22,23 
Orchard Oriole (Active stage; 

cowbird three to 13 days out of 
nest) – At 13:30 hr on June 29, 
1993, I was alerted to the presence 
of a cowbird fledgling in a patch 
of nettles to which an adult male 
Orchard Oriole had flown to feed a 
cowbird perched on a willow stem. 
Returning about 10 minutes later 
with a second load of midges, the 
oriole fed the cowbird, flew out 
of my sight, and did not return 
over the next 30 minutes. In the 
meantime, the fully feathered 
fledgling had become obscured by 
the nettles, and attempts to locate 
it were unsuccessful. The female 
Orchard Oriole was never observed, 
but observations of colour-marked 
individuals in this population suggest 
fledged broods are divided between 
the parents, with males and females 
feeding separate young.24 In this 
case, the female may have been 
feeding fledged orioles elsewhere, 
or even another cowbird, as Orchard 
Oriole nests occasionally receive 

more than one cowbird egg at Delta 
Marsh.24

Vesper Sparrow (Active stage; 
cowbirds three to 13 days out of 
nest) – This observation involves 
apparently the same adult Vesper 
Sparrow (Pooecetes gramineus), 
which fed five prey loads over 35 
minutes to two cowbird fledglings 
side by side on the ground. These 
observations were made about 7 
km northeast of Val Marie (49°03′N, 
107°13′W), Saskatchewan, at 17:35 
hr on July 7, 1996. I could not 
determine whether both cowbirds 
received a share of the food brought 
each time, but both fledglings 
appeared of similar age. No other 
adults or young, cowbird or host, 
were observed. 

Discussion
Observations presented here of 

hosts feeding only Brown-headed 
Cowbird fledglings add to the large 
body of anecdotal observations that 
suggests that the cost of cowbird 
parasitism extends beyond the 

nestling period (Table 1), because 
from most parasitized broods only 
cowbirds survived, possibly having 
outcompeted host nestlings in the 
nest or fledglings after they have 
left the nest. Of observations of 
254 family groups summarized 
in Table 1, plus the five records 
presented here, 227 groups (89 
per cent) were observed feeding 
only cowbird fledglings. Additional 
support for this trend comes from 
information for hosts of the Bronzed 
Cowbird (M. aeneus) in Central 
America and northwestern South 
America, in which none of the 
28 groups recorded with fledged 
cowbirds contained host fledglings.7 
These observations taken together 
certainly suggest that costs to 
the reproductive success of hosts 
continue into the fledging period, 
but they fall short of confirming 
it, and further speculation is not 
warranted. 

The cost of brood parasitism 
has typically been measured by 
comparing the number of young 

House Wren feeding a fledgling Brown-headed Cowbird. Photo credit: W.P. Brown
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that fledged from unparasitized 
and parasitized nests, the latter 
frequently with fewer host young, 
if any, fledging.25 This figure is likely 
to be an overestimate, however, if 
the calculation could be based on 
accurate determinations of survival 
of cowbird and host young during 
the entire fledgling period. Albeit 
challenging field work, broods of 
an array of hosts should be radio-
tracked from the time all fledglings 
have left the nests, preferably with 
all individuals aged from hatching, 
or at least from fledging, until 
death or survival to independence 
is quantified, and fates of each 
fledgling are identified. Results of 
a study of radio-tracked broods of 
Ovenbirds (Seuirus aurocapilla) in 
Minnesota illustrate this point, in 
that one Ovenbird fledgling tracked 
from a parasitized nest died after 
26 days, the only fledgling that died 
among 20 nests with no sign of 
depredation and an empty stomach.9 
This preliminary result supports the 
pattern of brood reduction suggested 
by the anecdotal observations 
summarized here, but more studies 
are needed involving recently 
developed tracking technology 
focused on cowbird hosts, large and 
small.26

Many co-workers contributed to 
the success of the research at Delta 
Marsh over the years, for which I 
am grateful. Justin L. Rasmussen 
engaged in numerous discussions on 
feeding of fledgling cowbirds and, 
with Stephen K. Davis, commented 
on a draft of the manuscript. This 
work was funded chiefly by the 
Natural Sciences and Engineering 
Research Council of Canada, 
augmented by substantial in-kind 
support provided by the Delta 
Marsh Field Station (University of 
Manitoba).  I thank Christian Artuso 
and W.P. Brown for the use of their 
photographs.  
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