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Introduction

 Hutton’s Vireo (Vireo huttoni) is inconspicuous and cryp-
tic in nature and is a bird that has typically been “under repre-
sented on breeding bird surveys” (BCCDC 2004; Davis 1995).
This may be due, in part, to its early breeding season which is
complete by the time that many breeding surveys take place.
Of the twelve subspecies of Hutton’s Vireos, V.h. insularis
occurs on Vancouver Island, ranging from Victoria to Cape
Scott (Campbell et al. 1997). It is considered an “uncommon
to fairly common resident” in the southeast of the island, and
a “rare migrant” in the west (Campbell et al. 1997). While
breeding records for the province are scarce, it is believed
that Hutton’s Vireos breed throughout their range (Campbell
et al. 1997). To further our understanding of the life history
of this small passerine, we conducted a study on the breeding
biology of V. huttoni insularis in the spring of 2004.

Methods

We began our study by canvassing local naturalists for
information on known locations of these birds in the Greater
Victoria area, and by researching and identifying habitat con-
ducive to breeding. Based on the resultant information we
surveyed 11 potential sites in Greater Victoria (Francis King,
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Thetis Lake, Cuthbert Holmes, Mount Douglas and Cairn
municipal parks, the University of Victoria, a portion of the
Lockside Regional Trail, Royal Roads University and sev-
eral locations on private property in Central Saanich).

Surveys commenced on 28 February 2004 and contin-
ued through to 21 May 2004. These consisted of transects
based on the protocol of the Resource Inventory Standards
Committee (BCILMB 2004). This involved walking slowly
for 200 m followed by a pause to carry out a point count of
5 minutes. While pausing, the observer listened for and re-
corded all birds that were encountered along the route. The
length of each transect, and the number of point counts per
survey was determined by the size and accessibility of the
site. If Hutton’s Vireos were heard, every reasonable attempt
was made to visually locate the individual or pair.

Hutton’s Vireos were heard at five of the eleven sites. At
these five sites, three pairs were located and by tracking the
birds, two nests were discovered. These occurred at Royal
Roads University and on private property in Central Saanich,
with locations 48° 25' 47.8" N 123° 28' 41.4" W and 48 o 36’
26’’ N 123 o 26' 21" W respectively.

When a nest was found, monitoring commenced imme-
diately. Monitoring included regular site visits and note-tak-
ing from the time of the discovery to several days after fledg-
ing of the young. Site visits were conducted at variable times
of the day in order to capture as full a range of breeding
activity as possible. Data were collected on standardized
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data sheets during each visit. The nest sites were scoped
from vantage points nearby. In addition, a mirror placed at
the end of a pole was used to view the contents of the nest
while the birds were away.

The nest at Royal Roads was visited and observed 28
times and the nest at Central Saanich 20 times. The average
observation times during a visit were 69 and 99 minutes
respectively (Table 1).

Results

Surveys at Royal Roads commenced on 4 March 2004
at which time a single bird was located. On subsequent vis-
its, two birds were often spotted feeding or gathering nest-
ing materials. The nest, which was still under construction,
was first observed on 14 March 2004. Both the male and
female collected plant materials such as shredded bark and
cottonwood seed fluff to construct their nest. The birds would
stay at the nest for less than one minute before flying away
to collect more materials.

The first visit to the site in Central Saanich was on 28
February 2004 and the first sighting of a pair was on 8 March

2004. The pair was seen gathering nest materials on 15
March 2004. The precise nest location was not determined
until 11 April 2004, after the clutch had been laid and incu-
bation had begun.

Nest Characteristics and Habitat Type

At Royal Roads, close examination of the nest (after
fledging) revealed mosses, lichens and twigs on the out-
side, and fine grasses and seed fluff on the inside (Table 2
and Figure 1). The nest site was located adjacent to a moist
receiving area that was dominated by a mature stand of red
alder (Alnus rubra) and a dense understory of salmonberry
(Rubus spectabilis). The surrounding habitat was much drier
with a more diverse shrub and herb layer. Conifers domi-
nated the drier landscape and included western redcedar
(Thuja plicata) and Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii).
The nest itself was located on the edge of a walking path
that divided the two habitat types.

Inspection of the nest at Central Saanich revealed exclu-
sively lichen on the outside and grasses and leaves on the
inside (Table 2 and Figure 1). This nest site was located
within a mosaic of young forest and grassy openings. West-
ern redcedar and bigleaf maple (Acer macrophyllum) were
the dominant tree species, with red alder co-dominating in
lower, wetter portions of the site. Snowberry
(Symphoricarpos albus), oceanspray (Holodiscus discolor)
and himalayan blackberry (Rubus discolor) made up the
shrub layer. The nest was located in a small island of stunted
trees and shrubs and surrounded by grass.

Table 2 presents some of the nest characteristics found
in this study, and includes observations from nests in other
locations (Davis 1995). Both nests in our study were found
at similar heights, close to three metres, in their trees. The
nest at Saanich was somewhat larger inside (5.7 cm deep
and 4.5 cm diameter) than the Royal nest (4.7 and 3.2 cm);
outside measurements were similar in the two nests. The
dimensions of the California and Oregon nests were similar
to those in our study.

Table 1. Observation-times at two nest sites of Hutton’s
Vireo.

Table 2. Characteristics of two Hutton’s Vireos nests in southern B.C. in 2004 with a comparison of nests
reported in California and Oregon (Davis 1995).
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Observation time per 
nest visit  

Location 

 
Visits 

(n) Median 
(min) 

Average 
(min) 

Total 
time  
(h) 

 
Royal 
Roads 

 

28 67.5 69.1 32.3 

 
Central 
Saanich 

 

20 100 99.3 33.0 

Nest Characteristics Royal Roads Central Saanich One California 
Nest 

One Oregon 
Nest 

Elevation above sea level 20 m 100 m -           - 

Nest Height 3.1 m 2.7 m -           - 

Nest Tree Height 5.5 m 3.6 m -           - 

Species holly (Ilex aquifolium) arbutus (Arbutus menziesii) -           - 

Inside Diameter 4.7 cm 5.7 cm 4.8 cm 5.1 cm 

Inside Depth 3.2 cm 4.5 cm 4.1 cm 4.4 cm 

Outside Diameter 9.3 cm 9.1 cm 7.6 cm 8.3 cm 

Outside Depth 7.6 cm 7.4 cm 7.0 cm 7.0 cm 
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Incubation and Brooding

While it was beyond the scope of this project to collect
detailed data on incubation and brooding, some useful in-
formation was gathered. It was consistently observed that
at each site, the pair shared incubation duties. There appeared
to be no pattern for the amount of time each individual spent
on the nest; this ranged from 22 to 45 minutes at Royal Roads
and 25 to 45 minutes at Central Saanich.

At Royal Roads, no eggs were present in the nest at 07:00
on 26 March 2004. On 28 March, the adult pair was ob-
served, through a spotting scope, trading places on the nest
and from this time on were seen to be sharing incubation
duties. The clutch size (3 eggs) was determined at 15:00 on
12 April 2004 using a mirror attached to a pole. On 13 April,
the pair was observed carrying whole food to the nest and
on 17 April, the heads of three young could be seen using
binoculars. The estimated incubation length for this clutch
was 16 or 17 days. Adults were first observed leaving the
young unattended on 23 April, when the chicks were ap-
proximately 10 days old. The three young were last seen at
18:00 on 29 April, and the nest was empty at 06:00 on 30
April. The estimated time to fledge for this clutch was be-
tween 16 and 17 days.

At Central Saanich the nest was discovered 11 April
2004, after eggs had been laid and incubation had begun.
This was determined by the pair switching places on the
nest. The clutch size was never determined for this nest.
Based on adult behaviour we estimated the hatch date was

between the evening of 13 April and the early morning of
14 April 2004. On the morning of 14 April the pair were
observed returning to the nest with whole food. On 25 April
2004 the nest was discovered hanging vertically from one
branch of its host tree. We believe it was destroyed either by
strong winds that occurred on 24 April 2004, or by a preda-
tor. Curiously, no evidence of the birds, such as feathers,
was found.

Foraging and Feeding behaviour

Prior to and during incubation, the adults were observed
feeding on seeds from red alder catkins, western redcedar
cones and oceanspray, and on an earthworm and moths. At
both sites, the young were seen to be fed with green worm-
shaped invertebrates, winged insects and grubs. Observing
at a distance, we could not identify further details of the
food items, nor could we be certain of their sources. The
number of times that the adults returned to the nests with
food varied from 6 to 19 times in one hour.

Discussion

In many respects our findings are similar to those out-
lined in The Birds of British Columbia (Campbell et al.
1997). The habitats within which the nests in this study were
found were similar to those documented for other nests of

Figure 1: Hutton’s Vireo nests at Royal Roads (left) and Central Saanich (right), July 2004.
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the species on Vancouver Island. In fact, the use of ‘edge’
habitat for nesting by Hutton’s Vireos, and the use of dense,
shrubby understories in mixed conifer forests for nest build-
ing is characteristic, according to Campbell et al. (1997).

The nest characteristics in our study are similar to those
documented for other nests on Vancouver Island (Campbell
et al. 1997). The only notable difference mentioned by
Campbell et al. (1997) is the use of moth cocoons and spi-
der webs in the construction of nests. A detailed account of
a pair of Hutton’s Vireos building their nest in San Fran-
cisco revealed that spider webs were used to secure twigs
(Allen 1930). As well, Ehrlich et al. (1998:193-194) note
that spider webs are commonly used in nest construction,
though we did not observe this material being collected.

Van Fleet (1919) indicates that Hutton’s Vireos rarely
gather nest materials from “the immediate vicinity of the
site and never from the same tree”. However, at Royal Roads,
materials were gathered within three metres of the nest and
at Central Saanich materials were occasionally collected
from the nest tree itself.

In our study at the Royal Roads site, we found that
incubation, from egg-laying to hatch date, took between
16 and 17 days and fledging took place 16 or 17 days
after the hatch. This falls outside of the previously docu-
mented range as Campbell et al. (1997) indicate that for
nests in British Columbia the incubation period ranges
from 14-16 days and 14 days (for one nest) to fledge.
The clutch size for the surviving nest was three young.
This brood size was average in comparison to other
broods, which have been documented to range from 1 to
5 nestlings (Campbell et al. 1997).

While Hutton’s Vireo is inconspicuous, its unique call
and use of various habitat types makes this species fairly
easy to locate allowing interested birders to document
similar findings and add to the scientific data. As we did
not band either of the studied pairs, many unanswered
questions remain with regard to behaviour of this spe-
cies, such as the possibility of polygamy or the possibil-
ity of nesting more than once a year. Future studies might
include investigation into the expansion of this species
as a result of urban or rural development which would
increase the disturbed habitat so successfully utilized by
this small passerine.
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