
 

 

Green-tailed Towhee  

Pipilo chlorurus 

Identification 
The green-tailed towhee is large for a sparrow at around 7.1 in/18 cm long. They are appropriately named for their long 

olive-green tails. Green-tailed towhees also have olive-green wings, a gray breast, a white belly and throat, and a rusty 

cap. Males and females look very similar, although some females may not be as brightly colored. 

 

 Observation Tips 
During the breeding season, look for the green-tailed towhee 

perched on a shrub and singing in dense shrubby habitat 

throughout the Intermountain West. You may also hear their 

cat-like, high-pitched mew calls. Otherwise, look for them 

feeding on the ground, scratching through leaf litter. They use 

mesquite and other scrubby habitats in the southwestern U.S. 

and Mexico during the winter and often feed in mixed-species 

flocks. 

 
 
Interesting Fact 
Green-tailed towhee pairs may attempt to renest four times or more during the breeding season if a nest fails. They will 

initiate a nest as late as mid-July, even though many leave the breeding grounds for their winter range by mid-August. 

 
Ideal Habitat 
Green-tailed towhees live in shrublands year-round at various elevations. In the spring and summer, they are most often 

found in tall, dense shrubby habitat, including mountain shrubland and sagebrush communities with 5-30% shrub cover. 

They tend to use ecotones between sagebrush and other shrub communities with higher shrub and tree diversity, such 

as mountain mahogany, juniper, snowberry, serviceberry, chokecherry, snow bush, wild rose, and Gambel’s oak. They 

may also breed in montane conifer forest openings created by fire or other disturbance if there is shrubby regrowth and 

open pinyon-juniper woodlands with shrub-dominated understories. Green-tailed towhees nest in thick vegetation within 

a shrub or tree, typically 0.5 yd/0.5 m above ground. In the winter, they use dry washes, mesquite thickets, oak-juniper 

woodlands, and desert grasslands. 
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Management Activities that 
Benefit Species – Best 
Management Practices 
(BMPs) 
Maintain dense, older stands of sagebrush and 

montane shrublands. Control invasive plants such 

as cheatgrass. Periodic fires (8-15 years) in high-

elevation conifer forests should promote shrubby 

regrowth for green-tailed towhee habitat. Logging in 

montane conifer forests may also create similar 

dense, shrubby regrowth, while retaining young 

juniper trees in lower elevation conifer forests may 

benefit green-tailed towhees.  

 

Management Activities to 
Avoid 
Avoid shrub treatments (e.g., mechanical thinning 

and herbicide application) as any activity that 

reduces shrub cover has the potential to impact this 

species negatively. Avoid fire suppression in 

montane conifer forests, which will reduce shrubby 

regrowth. 

 
Other Species that Benefit from Similar Habitat Management 
Other shrub-obligate species will likely benefit from habitat management for green-tailed towhees, such as sage 

thrasher, Brewer’s sparrow, gray flycatcher, greater sage-grouse, and pygmy rabbit. 

 
Other Resources 
BirdLife International and Handbook of the Birds of the World. 2019. Bird species distribution maps of the world. Version 

2019.1. Green-tailed Towhee 

The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Birds of the World (Green-tailed Towhee) 

The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, All About Birds (Green-tailed Towhee) 

Bird Conservancy of the Rockies. 2015. Integrating birds into sagebrush management. Brighton, CO. 89 pp. 

 

Range map provided by BirdLife International 

http://datazone.birdlife.org/species/factsheet/22721304
https://birdsoftheworld.org/bow/home
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/
https://projects.sare.org/wp-content/uploads/Integrating-Birds-into-Sagebrush-Managementv1.pdf
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