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SAGE THRASHER

Oreoscoptes montanus

Original1 prepared by Martin Gebauer

Species Information

Taxonomy

The Sage Thrasher is the only species in the genus
Oreoscoptes and no subspecies are recognized
(Cannings 1998). It is likely more closely related to
the mockingbirds of the genus Mimus than to
thrashers in the genus Toxostoma (Reynolds et al.
1999).

Description

White wing bars, a white-cornered tail, and
distinctive yellow eyes are distinguishing field marks
of the Sage Thrasher. Plumage colouration is
greyish-brown above and boldly streaked below.
Worn late-summer birds show much less streaking.
The bill is rather thrush-like and the tail is short for
a thrasher. A poorly defined pale eyebrow line is also
present (Godfrey 1986; NGS 1999).

Distribution

Global

The Sage Thrasher breeds from extreme south-central
British Columbia, central Idaho, and south-central
Montana south through the Great Basin to north-
eastern Arizona, west-central and northern New
Mexico, northern Texas, and western Oklahoma
(Reynolds et al. 1999). It has also bred in southeastern
Alberta and southern Saskatchewan (Godfrey 1986).
The Sage Thrasher winters from central California,
southern Nevada, northern Arizona, central New
Mexico, and central Texas south to Baja Mexico and
central Mexico (Howell and Webb 1995; Campbell
et al. 1997; Reynolds et al. 1999).

British Columbia

In British Columbia, the Sage Thrasher is still reported
annually from the Chopaka border crossing along
Nighthawk Road, in the Richter Pass/Kilpoola Lake
area, and almost annually from White Lake near
Oliver (Nelson 1993; Cannings 2000). Singing birds
have been reported from Vernon, the Thompson Valley
at Lac du Bois, the Fraser Valley near Spences Bridge,
and recently east of Oliver (Cannings 2000). A recent
interesting record was of an old nest found west of
Cache Creek along the Fraser River (Campbell et al.
1997), the first indication of breeding in this area.

Forest region and district

Southern Interior:  Okanagan Shuswap

Ecoprovinces and ecosections

SOI: NOB, OKR, PAR, SOB, THB

Biogeoclimatic units

BG: xh1, xh2

IDF: xh1

PP: xh1, xh2a

Broad ecosystem units

AB, BS, CF, DP, SS

Elevation

300–500 m

Life History

Diet and foraging behaviour

Since the diet consists of insects and other terrestrial
invertebrates, as well as small fruits, especially
berries (Dobkin 1992; Paige and Ritter 1999), the
Sage Thrasher is considered to be an opportunistic
feeder rather than a specialist (Reynolds et al. 1999).

1 Volume 1 account prepared by R. Millikin.
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Sage Thrashers forage on the ground and glean from
foliage (Dobkin 1992). They have been observed
feeding at an ant mating swarm, digging for crickets
and eating eggs, eating locusts and ants, eating
saskatoon (Amelanchier alnifolia) berries, and
breaking skin and eating from ripe grapes (Bent
1948; Stephens 1985; Nelson 1993; Blood 1995,
Reynolds et al. 1999). Stephens (1985) provides a
detailed analysis of Sage Thrasher diet in central
Washington.

Reproduction

In British Columbia, dates for 21 clutches ranged
from 1 June to 28 July, with 65% between 15 and
22 June. Clutch size ranged from one to five eggs
with 71% having four or five eggs (Campbell et al.
1997). Reynolds (1981), Reynolds and Rich (1978),
and Gooding (1970, cited by Reynolds et al. 1999)
have reported average clutches of 3.5, 3.8, and 4.1,
respectively. Clutches of up to seven eggs have been
reported (Bent 1948). Incubation period ranges
from 13 to 17 days with a mean of 15 days (Reynolds
and Rich 1978; Reynolds 1981; Ehrlich et al. 1988).
In British Columbia, dates for 15 broods ranged
from 18 June to 11 August (Campbell et al. 1997).
Brood sizes ranged from one to five young with 87%
having two to four young. The nestling period
generally ranges from 10 to 14 days (Reynolds 1981;
Ehrlich et al. 1988; Campbell et al. 1997). Double
brooding occurs occasionally (Reynolds 1981;
Cannings et al. 1987).

Cowbird parasitism was not found in 24 nests with
eggs or young in British Columbia (Campbell et al.
1997), and has only been reported once in other
areas (Friedmann and Kiff 1985), likely because Sage
Thrashers reject cowbird eggs quickly (Rich and
Rothstein 1985).

Site fidelity

No information on nest site fidelity is available;
however, Sage Thrashers regularly occur at
several sites.

Home range

Mean territory sizes for two successive years in
southeastern Idaho were 1.14 and 1.86 ha, respect-

ively, with density estimates of 0.88 and 0.54 birds/
ha, respectively (Reynolds 1981). Reynolds and Rich
(1978) found territory sizes in Idaho ranging from
0.64 to 1.64 ha. In Washington, density estimates
were 0.204 birds/ha in 1988, 0.212 in 1989, and 0.09
in 1990 (Dobler et al. 1996). In east-central Nevada,
density estimates ranged between 0.12 and 0.4 birds/
ha between 1981 and 1983 (Medin 1992). In the
south Okanagan, territory sizes of 6–8 ha have been
reported (R. Millikin, pers. comm., cited by
Campbell et al. 1997).

Movements and dispersal

Migrants arrive in the Okanagan Valley as early as
the first week of April, but typically in May or even
early June (Campbell et al. 1997). Sage Thrashers
appear to leave in late August or early September
with the latest date being 29 September (Cannings et
al. 1987; Cannings 2000).

No information is available on initial dispersal of
birds from natal sites (Reynolds et al. 1999).

Habitat

Structural stage
2: herb
3a: low shrub

Important habitats and habitat features

Nesting

The Sage Thrasher is almost entirely dependent on
sagebrush habitats during the breeding season
(Braun et al. 1976; McAdoo et al. 1989; Knick and
Rotenberry 1995a; Dobler et al. 1996), although
breeding birds are occasionally noted in other
shrub-steppe habitats and antelope-brush (Purshia
tridentata) (Reynolds et al. 1999). Generally, abun-
dance of breeding birds is positively correlated with
sagebrush cover and negatively correlated with
annual grasses (Wiens and Rotenberry 1981;
Reynolds et al. 1999). Sites with medium-sized
sagebrush (30–60 cm high), with some larger
sagebrush (>1 m) for nesting are preferred (Rich 1980;
Wiens and Rotenberry 1981; Castrale 1982; Petersen
and Best 1991; Campbell et al. 1997; Paige and Ritter
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1999). Shrub cover >15–20% may be important
(Cannings 2000).

Nineteen nests in British Columbia ranged from 8 to
154 cm off the ground (Campbell et al. 1997)
compared with most nests in south-central Idaho
which were placed on the ground (Reynolds and
Rich 1978; Rich 1978). Nests found by R. Millikin
(pers. comm.) in the south Okanagan were a
minimum of 26 cm off the ground. R. Millikin
(pers. comm., cited by Campbell et al. 1997) found
that sagebrush (Artemesia tridentata) selected by
thrashers in the south Okanagan was larger
(i.e., larger total height and width) than sur-
rounding shrubs and larger than randomly selected
shrubs on census transects, and that the mean
density of sagebrush canopy at nest sites was
approximately 70%. For nesting, individuals select
shrubs that have the greatest total height (mean of
132 cm) and crown width (mean of 168 cm) and
have a full crown (i.e., with no gaps). In several
studies in Idaho, mean nest shrub height averaged
from 69 to 89 cm with nests placed at 10–30 cm
from the ground (Rich 1980; Reynolds 1981) and in
larger shrubs than are available at random (Petersen
and Best 1991). Castrale (1982) also found Sage
Thrashers in habitat patches containing the largest
shrubs, whereas McAdoo et al. (1989) did not find a
correlation between Sage Thrasher abundance and
shrub height. The most important factor in nest
placement seems to be the amount of cover above
the nest; nests are placed just below the densest
vegetation in vertical profile (Rich 1978; Rich 1980;
Reynolds 1981; Castrale 1982). Petersen and Best
(1991) found that all nest bushes were 75% or more
live and had few gaps in either the vertical or the
horizontal profile. Large, continuous areas of
sagebrush also appear to be important (MELP 1998).

The primary plant species used for nesting is sage-
brush (Campbell et al. 1987). Other nest tree species
reported in the Okanagan included an orchard
peach tree (Cannings et al. 1987), red hawthorn
(Crateagus columbiana), and saskatoon (Amelanchier
alnifolia) (Campbell et al. 1997). Rabbitbrush,
(Ericameria bloomeri) antelope-brush, and juniper
(Juniperus spp. )have also been used for nesting in
the United States (Blood 1995). The nest is a bulky

structure comprised of sagebrush twigs, rootlets,
bark strips, and plant stems, and lined with strips of
sagebrush bark, fine grasses, horse and cattle hair,
and fine rootlets (Cannings et al. 1987; Campbell et
al. 1997). Several nests in the Okanagan were placed
in trees with branches broken horizontally and nests
were placed so that these branches would shade the
nest from the sun (Cannings et al. 1987). R. Millikin
(pers. comm.) found that cover above the nest was a
critical habitat attribute. Shade platforms,
constructed of twigs, are sometimes placed over the
nest. A nest at White Lake had no shade platform
when it was found with a clutch of five eggs, but 8
days later, when five young were present, a platform
had been constructed with the addition of a twig
“porch” as well (Cannings et al. 1987).

Foraging

During the breeding season, the Sage Thrasher
breeds almost entirely in sagebrush habitats. During
the non-breeding season, it has been observed
feeding on residential lawns, orchards, and intertidal
habitats in coastal areas (Cannings 1995; Campbell
et al. 1997).

Conservation and
Management

Status

The Sage Thrasher is on the provincial Red list in
British Columbia. It is designated as Endangered in
Canada (COSEWIC 2002). (See Summary of ABI
status in BC and adjacent jurisdictions at top of next
page.)

Trends

Population trends

In British Columbia, Sage Thrasher populations
have fluctuated over the last 100 years (Cannings
et al. 1987). Before 1914, several pairs were present
at White Lake, whereas in the 1920s, it appeared to
be absent from that location (Cannings et al. 1987).
During 1931, an estimated 15 pairs were present at
White Lake (Darcus 1932). The highest count at
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White Lake in the past 35 years was five pairs in
1969; they have averaged one to two pairs since then
(Cannings et al. 1987). At Chopaka, an estimated 6–
10 pairs nest annually, and several pairs are thought
to nest south of Kilpoola Lake (Campbell et al. 1997;
Cannings 2000). In 1990, the Chopaka, Richter Pass,
Kilpoola Lake, and White Lake areas were thorough-
ly searched for 6 days but only four birds were found
(Preston 1990). In 1991, the same area was searched
and 11 Sage Thrashers were found singing
(Cannings 2000). In 1993, single active nests were
found at Kilpoola and Chopaka and seven adults
were censused (R. Millikin, pers. comm.). In 1994,
no active nests were located after extensive surveys
and only four adults were censused. At its historical
high, the British Columbia population of Sage
Thrashers may have been as high as 30 or more pairs
(Cannings 2000).

Sage Thrasher populations appear to be stable
across their range. Regional significant population
increases (between 1966 and 1999) have been noted
in California (3.4%) on Breeding Bird Surveys
(Sauer et al. 2000). Populations appear to be
increasing in Colorado and Oregon (Sauer et al.
2000). Peripheral populations in Washington are on
the decline because of large-scale habitat losses
(Reynolds et al. 1999). Why Sage Thrashers are
doing well in areas where other sagebrush obligates
such as Sage Grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus)
and Brewer’s Sparrow (Spizella breweri) are
declining is not known, but Sage Thrashers may
tolerate habitat fragmentation better than other
species (Knick and Rotenberry 1995b). In one area
where sagebrush was sprayed and shrub cover was
reduced from 28 to 4% and grass cover increased,
Sage Thrashers declined only slightly in the short
term (Weins and Rotenberry 1985).

Habitat trends

The area of suitable habitat available in British
Columbia has slowly been declining over the past
70 years. In all, there has probably been <50% of
habitat lost in the past 70 years, but development
pressures on remaining highly suitable habitat,
particularly in the Richter Pass and White Lake
areas, are very high (Cannings 1995). Of the
27 478 ha of suitable habitat (much of which is
suboptimal) in the south Okanagan and
Similkameen valleys, 42% is private land, 28%
Indian Reserve, 26% provincial Crown land, and 4%
conservation lands (MELP 1998). Vineyard develop-
ments on the Inkameep Indian Reserve (Osoyoos
Indian Reserve) have destroyed several hundred
hectares of shrub-steppe habitat on the east side of
Osoyoos Lake. This area is probably not optimal for
Sage Thrasher since it is a mix of antelope-brush, big
sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), and rabbitbrush
(Ericameria nauseosus), but thrashers have nested
there in the past (Cannings 2000). Further agricul-
tural, housing, and tourism developments threaten
several more hundred acres of habitat in the reserve,
although about 500 ha is proposed for protection.
Urbanization and other developments are also
impacting lowland habitats in other areas. Range
improvement programs attempting to eradicate
sagebrush through burning or mowing are
impacting habitat quality in some areas.

Loss of suitable habitat in Washington State is of
concern to Canadian populations. Approximately
half of the historic area of sagebrush steppe in the
United States has been lost to intensive agriculture,
and only half of the remaining portion is in good
condition (Vander Haegen et al. 1999;
Cannings 2000).

Summary of ABI status in BC and adjacent jurisdictions (NatureServe Explorer 2002)

AB BC CA ID MT OR WA Canada Global

S1B S1B S5 S5B, S2N S5B, S2N S4 S3B, S2N N1B G5
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Threats

Population threats

Small breeding population with a restricted distri-
bution and unsecured habitat (Fraser et al. 1999).

Pesticide spraying may impact some populations. In
the United States, local declines of grassland birds
have been potentially linked to grasshopper control
programs using pesticides (Paige and Ritter 1999).
In shrub-steppe habitats in southern Idaho, Howe
et al. (1996) found that malathion application had
no observable direct effects, and only marginal
indirect effects, through food-base reduction, on
Brewer’s Sparrow and Sage Thrasher nestling growth
and survival. George et al. (1995) noted that pesti-
cide treatments for grasshopper control had little
effect on breeding bird communities in western
rangelands.

Eggs and young are lost as a result of large mammal-
ian predators, snakes, birds, and small mammals
(Rotenberry and Wiens 1989; Reynolds et al. 1999).
Rotenberry and Wiens (1989) considered Gopher
Snakes (Pituophis melanoleucus) to be the principal
predator of shrub-steppe breeding birds in the
northern Great Basin.

Habitat threats

The primary limiting factor for Sage Thrasher in
Canada is the loss, alteration, or degradation of
sagebrush habitats. Loss of sagebrush habitat to
agriculture, strip mining, and residential develop-
ment in the United States (Braun et al. 1976),
conversion to wheatfields in Washington State
(Weber 1980), and agricultural development of
dryland farming areas in Alberta (Cannings 2000)
has caused great concern for Sage Thrasher using
these environments. Complete replacement of native
sagebrush habitat with crested wheatgrass
(Agropyron cristatum) eliminates this species
(Reynolds and Trost 1980, 1981). Even removal of
only large sagebrush in breeding habitats can limit
utilization by thrashers (Castrale 1982). Generally,
land development activities that reduce sagebrush
cover below 10% over large areas likely negatively
affect Sage Thrashers (Braun et al. 1976).

Continued loss of sagebrush-steppe habitats in British
Columbia is the primary threat to Sage Thrasher
populations. Urbanization and development,
particularly the rapid expansion of vineyards in the
south Okanagan, housing developments in the Richter
Pass area (Preston 1990), and sagebrush removal for
improving range, are the greatest threats to sagebrush
habitats. Heavy grazing pressure may affect Sage
Thrasher populations negatively (Bradford et al. 1998),
but thrashers are generally less sensitive to grazing
pressure than other shrub-steppe bird species
(Reynolds and Trost 1981; Kantrud and Kologiski
1982). Saab et al. (1995) reported several studies where
heavy grazing resulted in a positive response in Sage
Thrasher abundance. Historically, intensive range
management programs, such as burning, mowing,
herbiciding, and planting with crested wheatgrass,
negatively impacted sagebrush habitats and the birds
using these areas (Reynolds and Trost 1981; Wiens
and Rotenberry 1985; Knick and Rotenberry 2000).

Fires may pose a threat to Sage Thrasher in terms of
habitat loss, since sagebrush does not resprout after
being burned (Castrale 1982). Kerley and Anderson
(1995) found that burned areas still lacked thrashers
9 years after a fire, and herbicided areas still had
suppressed thrasher populations 22 years after
treatment. Petersen and Best (1987) found that Sage
Thrasher abundance was unaffected by prescribed
burning which resulted in a mosaic of burned and
unburned areas in southeastern Idaho. The spread of
cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum) has had a negative
effect on Sage Thrasher populations through its
influence on fire regimes in western grasslands
(Knick and Rotenberry 1997). Cheatgrass, an annual
species, tends to occur in large monocultures that
are highly flammable, increasing the spread of fire
and loss of sagebrush and other shrubs and acceler-
ating the spread of annuals such as cheatgrass (Paige
and Ritter 1999).

Potential effects of grazing include trampling of
sagebrush plants by livestock.
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Legal Protection and Habitat
Conservation

The Sage Thrasher, its nests, and its eggs are
protected in Canada under the federal Migratory
Birds Convention Act, and in British Columbia, by
the provincial Wildlife Act.

According to MELP (1998), only 4% (i.e., 1263 ha)
of potential Sage Thrasher habitat is currently
designated as conservation lands. Protected areas in
the south Okanagan include the Nature Trust of
British Columbia lands at White Lake. A number of
new protected areas have been announced in the
south Okanagan through the Okanagan-Shuswap
Land and Resource Management Plan process. Some
of the more important proposed parks for Sage
Thrasher include White Lake Grasslands and South
Okanagan Grasslands. Riparian and biodiversity
guidelines under the results based code provide
some protection of habitat for Sage Thrasher.

Identified Wildlife Provisions

Strategic management recommendations
Protection of large areas of continuous
sagebrush-steppe habitats is the most important
approach required for recovery. Increasing the
health of sagebrush-dominated rangelands, and
providing suitable nesting habitat is essential in
maintaining and increasing populations of Sage
Thrasher in British Columbia. Protecting and
enhancing these habitats will also benefit other
sagebrush-obligate species such as the Sagebrush
Brewer’s Sparrow and Great Basin Pocket Mouse,
and will address overall biodiversity objectives
for the region.

Since population trends of Sage Thrasher in
Washington State will likely be reflected in trends
in the Canadian population, recovery plans must
be co-ordinated with recovery teams or
responsible agencies in Washington State.

Incorporate WHAs for the Sage Thrasher into
grassland networks managed to maintain natural
grassland communities. Adjacent wetlands and
moist gullies, and a substantial proportion of
remaining late-seral sagebrush communities
should also be included in grassland networks.

Wildlife habitat area

Goals

Maintain suitable nesting habitat for multiple pairs.

Feature

Establish WHAs in areas with breeding densities of
one or more pairs and selected high suitability
historic breeding sites.

Size

Typically between 10 to 100 ha of shrub-steppe
habitats, or up to 200 ha of discontinuous habitat.

Design

A WHA should include sagebrush-dominated
shrub-steppe habitats with a mosaic of habitat
attributes including a low amount of bare ground
(10–20%), moderate densities of shrubs (10–30%),
and clumps of big sage (2–10 shrubs >1 m in
height).

General wildlife measures

Goals

1. Maintain the integrity of nesting habitat by
retaining density and structure of sagebrush
habitat.

2. Minimize fires and other activities that remove
100% shrub cover.

Measures

Access

• Do not construct roads unless there is no other
practicable option.

Pesticides

• Do not use pesticides.

Range

• Plan livestock grazing to minimize crown
breakage, maintain the desired sagebrush cover.

• Protect large sagebrush patches during weed
control programs.

• Maintain clumps of large (>0.9 m in height and
>1.1 m in width) living sagebrush.

• Do not place livestock attractants within WHA.
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Additional Management
Considerations

Maintain low-elevation, dry shrub-steppe. Avoid
widespread range burning and clearing of native
shrubs such as sagebrush and antelope-brush in
important breeding areas.

Avoid high intensity grazing that negatively impacts
shrubs and reduces shrub cover required by Sage
Thrashers.

Implement protection measures to reduce the risk of
fire which eliminates 100% of shrubs.

Prevent invasion of cheatgrass into intact shrub-
steppe habitats.

Minimize further removal of sagebrush for
residential, commercial, and agricultural
development. Re-establish sagebrush communities
where possible.

Information Needs

1. Foraging behaviour and the impact of cattle
grazing on availability of insect prey and shrubs
used for nesting.

2. Habitat attributes of nest sites and breeding
territory.

3. The impact of tree encroachment in sagebrush-
steppe habitats on habitat availability for Sage
Thrasher.

Cross References

“Great Basin” Gopher Snake, Racer, “Sagebrush”
Brewer’s Sparrow

Requirements of the Long-billed Curlew and
Grasshopper Sparrow may conflict with
management prescriptions for Sage Thrasher. The
Long-billed Curlew requires more open grassland,
the Grasshopper Sparrow requires grassland with
few or no shrubs.
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