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The American Tree Sparrow is a common winter visitor in backyards all 

across southern Canada and the northern United States. Despite its com-

mon name, it forages on the ground, nests on the ground, and breeds pri-

marily above treeline in the far North. 

 

Cool Facts 

 During the summer, the American Tree Sparrow eats nearly 100% ani-

mal matter (mostly insects). In the winter it eats none, turning then to 

eating entirely seeds and other plant foods. 

 As in most birds, the American Tree Sparrow is sensitive to changes in day length, which in-

fluence the growth of the sex organs. Increasing day length in late winter causes the gonads 

to grow. This sensitivity to light is independent of vision. Blind tree sparrows in captivity still 

show normal patterns of gonadal growth when kept in the proper light conditions. 

 No one knows just how many American Tree Sparrows exist, but they breed across a vast 

expanse of northern Canada and Alaska, approximately 100 million hectares (247 million 

acres). If the area is about 10-20% filled by tree sparrows, and they have 1-ha territories, as is 

the case near Churchill, Manitoba, where they have been well studied, then approximately 10 

to 20 million pairs should be breeding. 

 A study found that the American Tree Sparrow seems to prefer to look for predators out of its 

left eye. This preference may be because the right hemisphere of the brain is dominant for 

processing visual information. Oddly, the Dark-eyed Juncos examined in the same study pre-

ferred to look out of their right eyes. 

 

Measurements 

Both Sexes 

Length—5.5 in; 14 cm  

Wingspan—9.4 in; 24 cm  

Weight—0.5–1 oz; 13–28 g 

 

Habitat 

Breeds in open scrubby areas near treeline. Winters in fields, marshes, gardens, open forests, 

and residential neighborhoods. 
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Food 

Seeds, berries, and insects. 

 

Nesting 

Nesting Description 

Open cup of moss, grasses, shreds of bark and twigs, lined with fine grass and feathers (usually 

from a ptarmigan). Placed on or near ground, often in tussock of grass at base of shrub.  

 

Nesting Facts 

Clutch Size—4–6 eggs  

Egg Description—Pale blue with reddish speckling 

Condition at Hatching—Helpless with sparse tufts of brownish gray down 

 

Behavior 

Feeds on ground or in low shrubs. 

 

Conservation 

Common. Remote breeding areas little affected by people. Uses human-modified habitats readi-

ly in winter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This publication may contain pesticide recommendations.  Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly and 

human errors are still possible. Some materials mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no 

longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York 

State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or registra-

tion status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Exten-

sion Specialist or your regional NYSDEC office.  Read the label before applying any pesticide. 

 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative 

thereof makes any representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the 

information provided by us or regarding any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the 

User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the 

most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted as an express or implied en-

dorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on pest 

management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The infor-

mation we provide is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following 

the manufacturer’s labeling and instructions. (October 2009) 
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