
 
 

Southwestern 
Willow flycatcher 

The southwestern willow flycatcher (SWFL) was designated by the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as endangered on February 27, 1995. The 
willow flycatcher is one of 10 subspecies in the genus Empidonax 
(meaning gnat or mosquito king). Willow flycatcher subspecies are 
distinguished by subtle differences in color, morphology, and genealogy. 
The SWFL subspecies is generally paler in color and considered grayish 
olive or pale grayish green. It is approximately 15 cm (5.75 in) long, and 
weighs approximately 12 g. It has a grayish-green back and wings, 
whitish throat, light grey- olive breast, and pale yellow belly. Two distinct 
wing bars are visible on the greater coverts, and an eye-ring is either 
absent or very faint. The upper mandible is dark, while the lower mandible 
is pale to yellowish. 
The historic breeding 
range of the SWFL 
included southern 
California, southern 
Nevada, southern Utah, 
Arizona, New Mexico, 
western Texas, 

southwestern Colorado, and extreme northwestern Mexico. According to 
the critical habitat designation for SWFL, the current occupied geographic 
area crosses six southwestern states including southern California, 
southern Nevada, southern Utah, southern Colorado, Arizona, and New 
Mexico. When SWFL was listed as endangered in 1995, populations were 
estimated at 350 territories. Through an increase in survey effort, that 
number has increased to over 1000 territories. This neo-tropical migrant 
travels between breeding areas in the United States to wintering grounds in Central and South America. Migration flyways 
include major river corridors and their tributaries such as the Gila River, Rio Grande River, and the lower Colorado River. 
The southwestern willow flycatcher is a small neotropical migrant that primarily lives along riparian corridors in dense 
trees and shrubs. These riparian habitats are associated with rivers, wetlands, lakes, and reservoirs. Surface water and/or 
saturated soil is typically present at least seasonally, and in most cases year round. The SWFL breeds across the lower 
southwestern United States from May through August. SWFL typically arrive on the breeding grounds between early May 

and early June. The SWFL breeds in dense riparian vegetation 
near surface water or saturated soil, across a large elevational 
and geographic area. The majority of failed nests are due to 
depredation, and parasitism by brown-headed cowbirds, which 
increases the stress on a species already endangered. The SWFL 
is an insectivore that hawks insects while in flight, gleans insects 
from foliage, and occasionally captures them from the ground. 
Flycatchers forage from within the habitat or above the canopy, 
above water, or glean from trees and herbaceous cover. The main 
diet of the flycatcher consists of small to medium size insects such 
as true bugs, wasps and bees, flies, beetles, butterflies and 
caterpillars, and spiders. The flycatcher can exploit a diverse array 
of insects depending on availability within the habitat. 
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