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A graceful, slender-tailed, small-headed dove that’s common across the continent. Mourning 

Doves perch on telephone wires and forage for seeds on the ground; their flight is fast and bul-

let straight. Their soft, drawn-out calls sound like laments. When taking off, their wings make a 

sharp whistling or whinnying. Mourning Doves are the most frequently hunted species in North 

America 

 

Cool Facts 

 During the breeding season, you might see three Mourning Doves flying in tight formation, 

one after another. This is a form of social display. Typically the bird in the lead is the male of 

a mated pair. The second bird is an unmated male chasing his rival from the area where he 

hopes to nest. The third is the female of the mated pair, which seems to go along for the ride. 

 Mourning Doves tend to feed busily on the ground, swallowing seeds and storing them in an 

enlargement of the esophagus called the crop. Once they’ve filled it (the record is 17,200 

bluegrass seeds in a single crop!), they can fly to a safe perch to digest the meal. 

 Mourning Doves eat roughly 12 to 20 percent of their body weight per day, or 71 calories on 

average. 

 Perhaps one reason why Mourning Doves survive in the desert: they can drink brackish 

spring water (up to almost half the salinity of sea water) without becoming dehydrated the 

way humans would. 

 The Mourning Dove is the most widespread and abundant game bird in North America. Eve-

ry year hunters harvest more than 20 million, but the Mourning Dove remains one of our 

most abundant birds with a U.S. population estimated at 350 million. 

 The oldest known Mourning Dove was 31 years 4 months old. 

 

Measurements 

Male 

Length—9.1–13.4 in; 23–34 cm  

Wingspan—17.7 in; 45 cm  

Weight—3.4–6 oz; 96–170 g 

   

Female 

Wingspan—33.9–17.7 in; 86–45 cm  

Weight—3–5.5 oz; 86–156 g 
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Relative Size 

Smaller, slenderer than Rock Pigeon 

 

Habitat 

Primarily a bird of open country, scattered trees, and woodland edges, but large numbers roost 

in woodlots during winter. Feeds on ground in grasslands, agricultural fields, backyards, and 

roadsides. 

 

Food 

Seeds make up 99 percent of a Mourning Dove’s diet, including cultivated grains and even pea-

nuts, as well as wild grasses, weeds, herbs, and occasionally berries. They sometimes eat snails. 

Mourning Doves eat roughly 12 to 20 percent of their body weight per day, or 71 calories on 

average. 

 

Nesting 

Nest Description 

A flimsy assembly of pine needles, twigs, and grass stems, unlined and with little insulation for 

the young. Over 2 to 4 days, the male carries twigs to the female, passing them to her while 

standing on her back; the female weaves them into a nest about 8 inches across. Mourning 

Doves sometimes reuse their own or other species’ nests. 

 

Nest Placement 

Typically nests amid dense foliage on the branch of an evergreen, orchard tree, mesquite, cot-

tonwood, or vine. Also quite commonly nests on the ground, particularly in the West. Unboth-

ered by nesting around humans, Mourning Doves may even nest on gutters, eaves, or aban-

doned equipment. 

 

Nesting Facts 

Clutch Size—2 eggs  

Egg Length—1–1.2 in; 2.6–3 cm  

Egg Width—0.8–0.9 in; 2.1–2.3 cm  

Incubation Period—14 days  

Nestling Period—12–15 days  

Egg Description—Unmarked, white.  

Condition at Hatching—Helpless, eyes closed, sparsely covered in cream-colored down, unable 

to hold up head, dependent on adults for warmth. 

 

Behavior 

Mourning Doves feed on the ground and in the open. They peck or push aside ground litter, but 

don’t scratch at the ground. Males have favorite “cooing perches” they defend from other 

males. Members of a pair preen each other with gentle nibbles around the neck as a pair-

bonding ritual. Eventually, the pair will progress to grasping beaks and bobbing their heads up 

and down in unison. 
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Conservation 

Mourning Doves are common across the continent, and generally have prospered as people set-

tled the landscape. This is despite their status as the continent's most popular game bird: hunters 

shoot more than 20 million Mourning Doves each year. Because of the birds' popularity, game 

managers monitor their numbers to set hunting limits. Although Mourning Doves seem to do 

well in the face of hunting pressure, they also face the less visible problem of lead poisoning. 

Mourning Doves forage on the ground, and in heavily hunted areas they may wind up eating 

fallen lead shot (records show some doves have eaten up to 43 pellets). Studies have found this 

problem is worse around fields specifically planted to attract the doves, and that about 1 in 20 

doves wind up eating lead. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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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