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OBSERVATIONS ON FISH-EATING BY SONG
SpPARROWS IN BriTisH COLUMBIA

Damon Calderwood' and Donald E. Waite’

123 — 2437 Kelly Avenue, Port Coquitlam, BC
V3C 173

2] — 23233 Kanaka Way, Maple Ridge, BC V2W 2B7

On 23 April 2005, Don noted a Song Sparrow
(Melospiza melodia) carrying a big beakful of insects
as it flitted from reed to reed beside the Alouette River
in Maple Ridge, British Columbia. We watched the
adult fly from one small stalk to another, apparently
focused on a patch of brambles. It hopped into the
brambles and soon emerged without food, flying to
a nearby tree where it wiped its bill. It was a surefire
indicator that she had just fed her young.

A short search of the bramble patch revealed
a delicate nest of reed stems that contained three
young about five days old. The nest was only two
feet above the ground, attached firmly to bramble



stems, and well hidden among the grasses and reeds.
The parents were watched sneaking into the nest
with food through the backside of the bramble patch
but they always left the site from the left side of the
nest.

On 24 April we set up a blind to take some
photographs. Don noticed the adults were feeding
their young tiny, silvery fish. After observing this a
few times, we realized what a unique opportunity we
had because we knew from pervious field work that
Song Sparrows feed mainly on seeds and insects. The
fish were fry of the Chum Salmon (Oncorhynchus
keta) which were common in the brackish waters of
the Alouette River nearby. We speculated that the
Song Sparrows were hunting for them in small pools
along the river’s edge as the tide receded. The fry
were estimated at 25-30 mm long.

Don set out to follow the Song Sparrows with his
binoculars as they foraged along the river. He saw
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them hopping about small pockets of water quite
frequently but never witnessed them catching a fish.
Over the next few hours the parent sparrows still
continued to feed their nestlings salmon fry. Adults
were never observed eating fry.

On 25 April the feathered nestlings were still
being fed salmon fry (Figure 1). The inventive Song
Sparrows we discovered had found a way to combine
opportunity with ingenuity and take advantage of
a wonderful food source. It was a tremendously
rewarding experience. The only other passerine in
our area that is known to feed fish to its young is the
American Dipper (Cinclus mexicanus).

During the breeding season, the Song Sparrow
feedsprimarily oninsects and other small invertebrates
and less frequently on seeds and fruit that are the
main component of the bird’s nonbreeding diet (Judd
1901, Aldrich 1984). The only other reference in
the technical literature to Song Sparrows feeding on

Figure 1. Nestling Song Sparrows being fed a Chum Salmon fry by a parent. Alouette River at Maple Ridge,

BC. 25 April 2005 (Damon Calderwood). BC Photo 3571.
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fish is from the Mississippi River in Illinois where
Gizzard Shad (Dorosoma cepedianum), 8-10 mm
long, were eaten during the winter period (Southern
1966).

In British Columbia, other breeding season foods,
all recorded from a seabird colony on Mandarte
Island, included spiders, beetles, grubs, flies,
caterpillars, dipterans, leaf-rollers, serphid larvae,
aphids, and craneflies (Tompa 1964). Arcese et al.
(2002) also noted that early in the breeding season
female Song Sparrows fed on feces of Glaucous-
winged Gull (Larus glaucescens).
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