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American Crows are familiar over much of the continent: large, 

intelligent, all-black birds with hoarse, cawing voices. They are 

common sights in treetops, fields, and roadsides, and in habitats 

ranging from open woods and empty beaches to town centers. 

They usually feed on the ground and eat almost anything—

typically earthworms, insects and other small animals, seeds, and 

fruit but also garbage, carrion, and chicks they rob from nests. 

Their flight style is unique; a patient, methodical flapping that is 

rarely broken up with glides. Crows are rarely found alone. 
 

Cool Facts 

 American Crows congregate in large numbers in winter to sleep in communal roosts. These 

roosts can be of a few hundred up to two million crows. Some roosts have been forming in 

the same general area for well over 100 years. In the last few decades some of these roosts 

have moved into urban areas where the noise and mess cause conflicts with people. 

 Young American Crows do not breed until they are at least two years old, and most do not 

breed until they are four or more. In most populations the young help their parents raise 

young for a few years. Families may include up to 15 individuals and contain young from 

five different years. 

 The American Crow appears to be the biggest victim of West Nile virus, a disease recently 

introduced to North America. Crows die within one week of infection and few seem able to 

survive exposure. No other North American bird is dying at the same rate from the disease, 

and the loss of crows in some areas has been severe. 

 In some areas the American Crow has a double life. It maintains a territory year round in 

which the entire extended family lives and forages together; but during much of the year, in-

dividual crows leave the home territory to join large flocks at dumps and agricultural fields 

and to sleep in large roosts in winter. Family members go together to the flocks, but do not 

stay together in the crowd. A crow may spend part of the day at home with its family in town 

and the rest with a flock feeding on waste grain out in the country. 

 Despite its tendency to eat roadkill, the American Crow is not specialized to be a scavenger, 

and carrion is only a very small part of its diet. Though their bills are large, crows can’t break 

through the skin of even a gray squirrel. They must wait for something else to open a carcass 

or for the carcass to decompose and become tender enough to eat. 

Helping You Put Knowledge to Work 
Cornell Cooperative Extension provides equal program and employment opportunities. NYS College of Agricul-
ture and Life Sciences, NYS College of Human Ecology, and NYS College of Veterinary Medicine at Cornell Univer-
sity, Cooperative Extension associations, county governing bodies, and U.S. Department of Agriculture, cooper-
ating. 
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 Crows are crafty foragers that sometimes follow adult birds to find where their nests are 

hidden. They sometimes steal food from other animals. A group of crows was seen distract-

ing a river otter to steal its fish, and another group followed Common Mergansers to catch 

minnows the ducks were chasing into the shallows. They also sometimes follow songbirds 

as they arrive from a long migration flight and capture the exhausted birds. Crows also 

catch fish, eat from outdoor dog dishes, and take fruit from trees. 

 Crows sometimes make and use tools. Examples include a captive crow using a cup to carry 

water over to a bowl of dry mash; shaping a piece of wood and then sticking it into a hole in a 

fence post in search of food; and breaking off pieces of pine cone to drop on tree climbers 

near a nest. 

 The oldest recorded wild American Crow was 16 years old. A captive crow that died in New 

York lived to be 59 years old. 

 

 

Measurements 

Both Sexes 

Length  

15.7–20.9 in-40–53 cm  

Wingspan  

33.5–39.4 in-85–100 cm  

Weight  

11.1–21.9 oz-316–620 g 

 

Relative Size 

Nearly twice the size of a Blue Jay; about two-thirds the size of a Common Raven. 

 

Habitat 

American Crows are highly adaptable and will live in any open place that offers a few trees to 

perch in and a reliable source of food. Regularly uses both natural and human created habitats, 

including farmland, pasture, landfills, city parks, golf courses, cemeteries, yards, vacant lots, 

highway turnarounds, feedlots, and the shores of rivers, streams, and marshes. Crows tend to 

avoid unbroken expanses of forest but do show up at forest campgrounds and travel into forests 

along roads and rivers. Avoids deserts. 

 

Food 

American Crows eat a vast array of foods, including grains, seeds, nuts, fruits, berries, and 

many kinds of small animals such as earthworms and mice. They eat many insects, including 

some crop pests and also eat aquatic animals such as fish, young turtles, crayfish, mussels, and 

clams. A frequent nest predator, the American Crow eats the eggs and nestlings of many species 

including sparrows, robins, jays, terns, loons, and eiders. Also eats carrion and garbage. 
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NESTING 

Nest Description 

Both members of a breeding pair help build the nest. Young birds from the previous year some-

times help as well. The nest is made largely of medium-sized twigs with an inner cup lined with 

pine needles, weeds, soft bark, or animal hair. Nest size is quite variable, typically 6-19 inches 

across, with an inner cup about 6-14 inches across and 4-15 inches deep. 

 

Nest Placement 

Crows typically hide their nests in a crotch near the trunk of a tree or on a horizontal branch, 

generally towards the top third or quarter of the tree. They prefer to nest in evergreens but will 

nest in deciduous trees when evergreens are less available. 
 

Nesting Facts 

Clutch Size  

3–9 eggs  

Egg Length  

1.4–1.9 in-3.6–4.7 cm  

Egg Width  

1–1.2 in-2.6–3.1 cm  

Incubation Period  

16–18 days  

Nestling Period  

20–40 days  

Egg Description  

Pale bluish-green to olive green with blotches of brown and gray toward the large end.  

Condition at Hatching  

Naked except for sparse tufts of grayish down, eyes closed, clumsy. 

 

Behavior 

American Crows are highly social birds, more often seen in groups than alone. In addition to 

roosting and foraging in numbers, crows often stay together in year-round family groups that 

consist of the breeding pair and offspring from the past two years. The whole family cooperates 

to raise young. Winter roosts of American Crows sometimes number in the hundreds of thou-

sands. Often admired for their intelligence, American Crows can work together, devise solu-

tions to problems, and recognize unusual sources of food. Some people regard this resourceful-

ness and sociality as an annoyance when it leads to large flocks around dumpsters, landfills, and 

roosting sites; others are fascinated by it. American Crows work together to harass or drive off 

predators, a behavior known as mobbing. 
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Limiting Crow Damage in Emerging Corn 
Source: Miner Institute Farm Report 2012 
Note: Over the last few years the number of incidences of young corn damaged by birds have seemed to be on the 
rise, in some cases this damage has been severe. As we get ready for another growing season this is a good re-
minder of some options to minimize the risk of this happening to your fields. – Joe Lawrence  
 
Kevin Fry, Armstrong County (Pennsylvania) Extension Educator, had an excellent article in the Penn State Field 

Crop News on managing crow damage in emerging corn. We’ve excerpted and slightly edited parts of the article 

below. 

 

Limiting crow damage to corn begins at planting. Your best defense is to plant at least 1.5” deep (Ev recommends 

2” minimum) and make sure the seed trench is properly closed. This will make it difficult for the crows to pull up 

the seedling exposing the desired kernel. 

 

Crows are highly intelligent animals; not all people are smart enough to be crows! It‟s important to remember this, 

because controlling crows will involve multiple techniques. Crows will quickly adapt to control tactics and change 

their behavior to avoid them. Unfortunately there is no single silver bullet that can be applied, multiple tactics will 

be necessary. Following are a few crow management options: 

 Scarecrows ─ can be effective but usually need to be used with an additional control tactic. The scarecrow must 

be moved regularly, every 5 to 7 days to maintain effectiveness. 

 Effigies ─ A crow effigy is when you hang a dead crow upside down about 3 feet from the ground to discourage 

crows from coming into an area.  This works best in roosting areas but can also deter feeding in fields. Move the 

effigy to a new location every 5 to 7 days. 

 Pyrotechnics ─ There are variety of pyrotechnics, from the handgun type “bird bangers” to state-of-the art CO2 

cannons. Gemplers catalog (available on-line) has a wide selection of pyrotechnics. Remember the intelligence of 

crows: They will eventually figure out the pattern of the CO2 cannon, and that your bird banger doesn’t hurt. Rein-

forcement by other methods will be necessary. 

 Shooting ─ This tactic works best in conjunction with pyrotechnics. Once crows learn the habit of either the 

pyrotechnics or shooting, switch from one to the other to reinforce the message. 

 Poisoning ─ There are no legal poisoning products available to farmers, even those with a Pesticide Applicators 

license. Poisoning crows on your farm is not a recommended practice and can attract a lot of unwanted attention to 

your farm. Leave the poisoning to the pros at USDA Wildlife Services, they are the only ones licensed to use DRC

–1339, a very safe and effective toxicant for birds. 

 Trapping ─ This can be a very effective means of controlling crows on your farm, but it can bring more crows 

into the area. Building plans for a crow trap can  be found in an informative fact sheet from the 

University of Nebraska: http://icwdm.org/handbook/birds/bird_e33.pdf The key to successful trapping is getting 

the first crow in the trap. This can be done by placing an injured crow from shooting into the trap or by baiting.  

Once a crow is in the trap it begins calling for help and others enter the trap. Its important to empty the trap regu-

larly, and most importantly DO NOT leave the same crow in the trap every time. Once left in the trap a time or 

two, it will change its call for help to a call telling the others to stay away. 

 

Bird damage to emerging corn can be extreme. I have been to fields that have been completely wiped out, not a 

single stalk of corn left standing. It’s important to begin harassing crows early and often, just when you think you 

Don’t have enough to do already. But remember, it is not a season-long battle. There’s a fairly narrow window 

when the corn is vulnerable to bird damage. Once the corn is about 6 inches tall, you can move on to managing the 

next pest! 

 

 

 

 

http://icwdm.org/handbook/
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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 reg-

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

Extension 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 representa-

tive 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 

endorsement 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) 

 

 

Updated:  2010 

Source:  http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/American_Crow/lifehistory 


