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The House Finch is a comparative 

newcomer to Canada; it entered the 
country from the United States from two 

distinct sources. The native western 

population has spread north into British 

Columbia and the introduced eastern 

population is currently invading Ontario 

and points eastward. In this article, the 

authors trace the spread into the Prairie 

Provinces. 

Bancroft’s first experience with the 

House Finch, in Honolulu, Hawaii, in 

the 1980s, stimulated her interest in this 

adaptable bird and provided the impetus 

for this article.5 

Range Expansion Toward 

the Prairie Provinces 

The original range of the House Finch 

was in the southwestern United States 

and Mexico. The 1931 edition of the 

American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU) 

Check-list gives Oregon as the northern 

boundary east to central Idaho and 

western Wyoming. It is recorded that in 

the Pacific northwest the range did not 

extend as far as Walla Walla, 

Washington, until after 1910. A few 

years later it was found to be common in 

that state to within 66 km south of the 
17 

Canadian border. 

The House Finch first appeared in 

1935 in southern British Columbia 

where “a small breeding colony was first 

noticed in Penticton in that year”; the ex¬ 

pansion of this finch into this province is 
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well described by Edwards and 

Stirling. More recent spread has been 

modest and generally limited to the 

major river valleys where human habita¬ 

tion is found.11 Edwards and Stirling 

mention that “man with his buildings 

and gardens, fields and irrigation, ap¬ 

pears to have created new and suitable 
physical habitat for the House Finch in 

both the valleys extending northward 

from the Columbia Basin and the dry 

parts of the Pacific Coast.”17 

Along with northward expansion, 

there was also range extension to the 

east. The 1983 edition of the AOU 

Check-list gives northern Idaho and ex¬ 

treme western Montana, as the House 

Finch range’s northeastern boundary. 

This is a gain of 400 km to the northeast 

in 50 years. 

This finch was first introduced into 

eastern North America at Long Island, 

New York, by cage bird dealers in 1940 

for the pet trade.18 With the threat of 

prosecution for this illegal activity, 
26 

dealers released the birds into the wild. 

The House Finch has been dramatically 

increasing its range across the United 

States ever since.1,19,26 This spread has 

been accompanied by great increases in 

numbers. As an example, Dennis states 

that since 1975 he has had large numbers 

of these birds at his feeders in 

Maryland.12 

The birds reached South Carolina in 

1966 and the Mississippi River in 
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13 
1979. Up to that time, expansion had 

been strongest in a southwesterly direc¬ 

tion. This was aided by settlements 

along river valleys. Additionally, the 
Great Lakes acted as an impediment to 

straight westward expansion. By the 
early 1980s the House Finch had reached 

the southern tip of Lake Michigan and 
the first Illinois nest was found in 

27 
1982. After rounding the south end of 

Lake Michigan, the northward spread 

was quite rapid, with the first nests 

having been found in Wisconsin in 
H© 

1986. ' House Finches are now 

“regular” in eastern South Dakota, al- 
0 • 25 

though with no proof of nesting. 

During the past decade the House 

Table 1: Alberta Reports of the House Finch (see Appendix 1 for references) 

Location Date Observer(s) 

Topaz Lake, Jasper 29 May 1944 I. McT. Cowan4 

Waterton Lakes N.P. 

Seebe, Kananaskis 

June 1964 W. Salt & A.L. Wilk18 

Experimental Station 2 June 1966 T.S. Sadler &M.T. Myers17 

Kananaskis 1971 T.S. Sadler15 

Calgary 10 March-21 April 1973 R.J. Butot3 

Calgary 29 September-14 October 1973 R.J. Butot8 

Vermilion Lakes 21 May 1975 J. Wolford9 

Calgary 28 April-8 May 1975 W. Amos, R.J. Butot & R. Jones 

Kananaskis 1976 T.S. Sadler & M.T. Myers16 

Busby 13 August-3 September 1978 V., B. & L. Lang & B. George10 

Calgary May 1980 P. Sherrington & A. Wiseley 

Canmore 7 June 1981 R. Barclay & D. Collister2 

Canmore 3,6 & 7 June 1981 G. Holroyd, K. Vantighem & 

J. Steeves6 

Calgary 9 December 1981-9 May 1982 R.J. Butot19 

Calgary 19-24 April 1982 R.J. Butot & J. McCullough19 

Canmore 18 May 1982 G.L. Holroyd19 

Calgary 4 December 1982 D. Collister & D. Matthews19 

Calgary 14 July-27 September 1983 J. McCullough11 

Busby 19 September 1983 V. Young21 

F. Haug *Sundre 17 April 1984 

(two birds) 

Calgary 2, 5-7 July 1984 J. Podlubney12 

G. Simpson 2 Calgary 7 July 1984 

(one feeding a young cowbird) 

Calgary 7-12 July 1984 J. McCullough7 

Edmonton 22 December 1985 D. Ealey & P. Marklevitz5 

Claresholm October 19 85-April 1986 R. & J. Attwell1 

*Claresholm November 1986-May 1987 

(two birds) 

R. & J. Attwell1 

*Claresholm 13 December 1987 

& most of winter 

(two birds) 

G. Norgard13 

Claresholm October 1988-April 1989 R. & J. Attwell1 

Claresholm 16 December 1989- 

G. Norgard13 3 January 1990 

*Claresholm 9 August 1990 

(two birds) 

R. & J. Attwell1 

Claresholm 24 August - 22 September 1990 G. Norgard13 

Claresholm 

* More than one bird 

26-30 October 1990 G. Norgard13 
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Finch has spread into southeastern 

Canada from the eastern United States. 

The first Ontario record was from Prince 

Edward County on 27 August 1972, but 
it was not until 1978 that two nests were 

31 20 
discovered in Niagara-on-the-Lake. ' 

The major concentrations of House 

Finches seem to occur alon^ the shores 

of Lakes Erie and Ontario. They are 

now found throughout urban and 
agricultural areas of southern Ontario. 

Habitat constraints will probably 

preclude significant further range expan¬ 

sion, although there is still potential for a 

great increase in numbers. 

The nearest nesting population of 

House Finches to the eastern Prairie 

Provinces is at Fargo, North Dakota, 

where they have been suspected or 

proven to nest in the summers of 1987, 

1988, 1989 and 1990.7'8’21'24 The Fargo 

population, when it first appeared, was 

isolated from both the eastern and 

western populations. Now, however, it is 

apparently almost continuous with the 

eastern population in South Dakota and 

Minnesota. 

The House Finch in the 
Prairie Provinces 

In Tables 1-3, reported sightings of 

House Finches are shown in detail. Most 

of the appearances in the Prairie Provin¬ 

ces, except where otherwise noted (*), 

have been of single birds, usually at or 

near feeders. For the sake of complete¬ 

ness, all known sightings are listed even 
at the risk of including some misiden- 

tified birds. Some of these have been 

questioned by various provincial 

authorities, though they may well be 

valid sightings. Many would be accepted 

if the observer(s) would take time to 
write up a description and submit it to 

their provincial records committee or 

equivalent, such as a provincial museum. 

Table 2: Manitoba Reports of the House Finch (see Appendix 1 for references) 

Location Date Observer(s) 

Stonewall 

Oakbank (incorrectly 

29 March-9 April 1983 K. Gardner & R. Koes 

reported as Winnipeg) 17 April 1983 G. Grieef8 

Stonewall 2 May 1983 K. Gardner8 

Altona 15- 16 May 1984 H. V/iens, et al.2 

Oakbank 2 September 1984 G. Grieef & R. Koes12 

Winnipeg 29 April 1985 R. Tkachuk3 

Oakbank 5 October 1985 G. Grieef9 

Winnipeg 27 April 1986 L. Jansson4 

Winnipeg 14- 15 May 1987 N. Hansley5 

Altona 18 May 1988 M. Krueger6 

Winnipeg 14 May 1989 R. Nero & R. Parsons7 

* Altona 18 April 1990 

(two birds) 

M. Krueger11 

*Winnipeg 17-21 May 1990 

(three birds) 

B. Lavender, et al.11 

Winnipeg 21 May 1990 G. Derochers11 

Winnipeg 21 May 1990 D. Cox11 

Winnipeg 21 May 1990 D. Hatch11 

* Winnipeg 10-28 August 

1990 (two birds) 

R. & M. Prociuk12 

M. Siepman1 Winnipeg 13 October 1990 

Carberry 17 November- 

4 December 1990 

B. & R. Anderson12 

* More than one bird 
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Table 3: Saskatchewan Reports of the House Finch (see Appendix 1 for references) 

Location Date 

Saskatoon 15 October 1959 

* Regina 26 April 1973 

(three birds) 

Saskatoon 6 February 1976 

Fort Qu’Appelle 29 April 1978 

Somme 30 April-1 May 1987 

* Little Nut Lake 10-11 April 1988 

(two pairs) 

Regina 23-24 April 1990 

Weybum 12 October 1991 

* More than one bird 

Discussion 

As noted, the House Finch has spread 

throughout the populated areas of 

British Columbia and Ontario. It seems 

to show no inclination to inhabit areas 
beyond those of reasonably dense, 

human habitation. Because of this ten¬ 
dency, direct spread into the Prairie 

Provinces from either British Columbia 

or Ontario is unlikely, as the mountains 

of the former and the boreal forests of 

the Canadian shield of the latter form an 

inhospitable barrier. 

Both the eastern and the western 

populations of the House Finch are in a 
position to spread into the Prairie 

Provinces from the United States. The 

western population is within 200 km of 

extreme southwestern Alberta. As a 

result, the Alberta sightings almost cer¬ 

tainly originate from this population. 

Although continentally the western 

population does not appear to be exhibit¬ 

ing the dramatic explosion of the eastern, 

or the number of extralimital sightings, 

there is no doubt that the number of 

reported sightings in Alberta has gained 
some momentum since the beginning of 

the 1980s. 

Notwithstanding the Fargo population, 

the breeding range of the eastern House 

Finch is still at least 500 km away from 

the eastern Prairie Provinces. However, 
given the tendency of extralimital occur- 
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Observer(s) 

L.G. Saunders7 

F. & P. Bard1 

P. O’Neill6 

E.M. Callin & F. Brazier3 

D.W. Black & D.F. Hooper4 

W. Rodenberg5 

K. Barr2 

N. Postey8 

rences of birds from this population, it is 

safe to say that some, if not all, of the 

sightings from Manitoba can be at¬ 

tributed to this population.9 This argu¬ 

ment is strengthened by the fact that the 

timing of the first sightings in Manitoba 
coincide with the northward spread of 

the breeding range along the west side of 

Lake Michigan. This marked the begin¬ 

ning of eastern House Finches being 
within “striking distance” of Manitoba, 

as House Finches are not inclined to 

long-distance flights. 

The Saskatchewan sightings are more 

problematic. The sightings up to and in¬ 

cluding the one in Fort Qu’Appelle in 
1978, would almost certainly be likely 

to have a western origin, based on 
geographical proximity. The more recent 

sightings could conceivably have come 

from either population. The Sas¬ 

katchewan sightings, like the Manitoba 

ones, are mostly of birds inclined to ap¬ 

pear in spring and remain only briefly. 

The Alberta ones, by contrast, have ap¬ 

peared at just about any season and, in 

some cases, have remained for consider¬ 

able periods. This similarity in pattern 

between Manitoba and Saskatchewan 

may be suggestive of a common origin, 

but it must be stressed that this is purely 

speculation. 

Extralimital sightings, by themselves, 

do not constitute a range expansion. For 
definite range expansion by the House 

131 



Figure 1. Reported sightings of the House Finch in the Prairie Provinces as indicated 

in Tables 1-3. 
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Finch into the prairie provinces, nesting 

must occur. So far, there are no definite 

nesting attempts known from anywhere 

in the Prairie Provinces, but there are 
one or two suggestive sightings. 

The most suggestive observation of 

nesting is the one from Calgary on 7 July 

1984 of a male finch feeding a fledgling 
cowbird. While this strongly supports 

the theory that the House Finch nested 
nearby and fledged the cowbird, it does 

not prove it. Healthy adult birds of many 

species, especially if thwarted from nor¬ 

mal breeding activities (e.g., in this case, 

possibly lacking a mate), are known to 

indulge in various activities related to 

nesting, such as feeding juvenile birds, 

even to the point of feeding fledglings of 

different species. Furthermore, juvenile 

cowbirds are especially able to solicit 

feeding from adult birds of other species. 

Finally, Skutch has documented the 

phenomenon of feeding juvenile birds of 
30 

other species by the House Finch. 

A second suggestive sighting is the 

one of two pairs of House Finches, if 
correctly identified, at Little Nut Lake, 

Saskatchewan, on 10-11 April 1988. As 

there is no further evidence of their con¬ 

tinued presence, however, this is not 
highly suggestive of nesting. 

Although nesting has not yet been 
proven for the Prairie Provinces, ob¬ 

servers should be on the lookout for 

nests. This is especially the case since 

the normal nesting ranges of both the 

eastern and western populations are get¬ 

ting closer to our area and also because 

the House Finch has, on more than one 

occasion, been found to nest in areas 

away from the known breeding 

range.19,21 Finding nests should not be 
too difficult, given the species’ 

preference for nesting near human 

habitation, especially in suburban areas. 

This would be a worthwhile project for 

the backyard birdwatcher in order to 

help increase our knowledge of this 
species. 
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The House Finch is very versatile in 

its nesting preferences, e.g., tree cavities, 

bird boxes, building ledges; hanging 

flower pots;6 as well as in different 

species of trees;4,34 and vines.19 Graham 

reports that House Finches nesting 

around Guelph, Ontario, show a 

preference for Colorado spruce (Picea 

pungens). As this tree is a popular or¬ 

namental planting throughout the Prairie 
Provinces, it should aid the spread of the 

House Finch throughout the region. 

One question that remains, however, 

is whether or not the House Finch can 

withstand our climate, i.e. our winters. 

Throughout its regular wintering range, 
the western House Finch population is 

not found in any area with winters as 

cold as those of the Canadian Prairies. 

Similarly, the eastern population has yet 

to move into areas with winter tempera¬ 

tures comparable to ours. It has, how¬ 

ever, proven that it can survive, persist 

and increase at Fargo which has fairly 

severe winters. This supports the theory 

that it may be able to withstand our 
winters. Similarly, individual birds have 

successfully overwintered at feeders in 

Alberta. It should be noted that Alberta 

has the mildest winters of the three 

Prairie Provinces, but in theory, this 

should mean that the House Finch can 
survive throughout the agricultural areas 

of this region. 

If they prove unable to withstand our 

winters. House Finches will have to rely 

on a strategy of winter withdrawal in 

order to persist here. As already men¬ 
tioned, the House Finch is not noted for 

its ability to migrate long distances. This 

would likely curtail any great penetration 

into the Prairie Provinces, and result in a 

status of occasional nesting, but with 

high winter mortality and much depend¬ 

ence on recruitment from southerly sour¬ 

ces. This is characteristic of birds such 

as the Northern Cardinal on the northern 
20 33 

periphery of its range. ' 

There is no reason yet, however, to 
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assume that the House Finch will fail to 

adapt. It has been defying predictions 
about the limits of the northern expan¬ 

sion of its range for some time. Bock 

and Lepthien point out that Salt would 

have predicted that the House Finch 
could not survive and persist on Long Is¬ 

land.9,29 Clearly, this was incorrect. 

Mundinger and Hope predicted that the 

latitude of Lake Ontario might prove to 

be the northern limit of the House 

Finch’s eastern range.26 This, too, has 

been greatly surpassed, as House 

Finches are present and increasing in 

Quebec, New Hampshire, Vermont, 

Maine and New Brunswick.14,15,16 Bock 

and Lepthien hypothesize that evolution¬ 

ary change may be at work.9 This theory 

is supported by Aldrich and Weske who 

say that “the case of the House Finch 

parallels that of the House Sparrow 

(Passer domesticus) in its rapid evolu¬ 
tionary change after introduction and 

spread into new environments.”1 On this 

basis, the House Finch should do very 

well in the Canadian Prairie Provinces. 
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