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Life History of the Cerulean 
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Life History as

• Lived by a Cerulean
• Studied by a biologist

• Cared for by a manager
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Life History of an individual

• Where and when born
• What kind of woods
• Number of siblings
• Molt
• Migration
• Stopover
• Nonbreeding residency
• Molt
• Migration
• Breed
• Repeat
• How many times
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Starts in a nest in a forest in eastern North America
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Slide 5 Includes annual 
roundtrip flights to
spectacular places in 
South America
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With great 
uncertainty 
about

connections, 
weather, and 
conditions at the 
destination
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Slide 7 Usually involves finding places with very tall 
trees, heterogeneous vertical distribution of 
vegetation, and best of all, sweethearts
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Slide 8 Requires difficult habitat selection, 
foraging, mate and nest selection 
choices
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Ends somewhere unknown, 
probably during migration, 
maybe 7 yrs later  
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What is a 
Cerulean 
Warbler?

• Small, 9 gm, bird
• Forest Interior Breeder
• Insectivore

[photo of male Cerulean Warbler]

[photo of female Cerulean 
Warbler]
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Distribución no-Reproductiva

Distribución Reproductiva

La Reinita Cerúlea
(Dendroica cerulea)

Where is a 
Cerulean Warbler?
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Cerulean Warbler Life History

• Typical of  long distance migrant
• Breeding range entirely North American
• Non-breeding Residency in South America
• Trans-Gulf migrant
• Morphologically equipped for long distance 

flights
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Life History – Population Dynamics

• Where and when born Arrival condition
• What kind of woods Habitat Selection, Availability
• Number of Siblings Fecundity, Mortality, Parasitism
• Then Molt Age-specific habitat selection
• Migration Timing, climate relations
• Stopover Availability of habitats
• Nonbreeding residency Human Population pressure
• Molt Nutrition, Contaminants?
• Migration Overwinter survival
• Breed Social System, Site Fidelity
• Repeat Longevity
• How many times?? Population age structure
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Slide 14 Cerulean Warbler Numbers are Decreasing

BBS Trend Map, 1966 - 2003 
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Studying them is Difficult

Find the nest in the following 
photos
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S N

Nest

Hickory

Sweetgum

Cherrybark Oak

Tuliptree
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Slide 21 Nest site

[photo of nest site]
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Social System

• Monogamous
• Single-brooded
• Typical, multi-function territory???
• Female alone builds nest
• Female alone incubates
• Both parents feed young
• Both parents care for fledglings
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Slide 23 Population Response Varies 
to Natural Disturbance

Desha Co., AR Queens Biol Stn, Ont
Year Nests % Success Year Nests % Success

pre storm 1992-93 13 23 -1997 37 76
storm year 1994 7 28 1998 36 9
post storm 1995 0 0 1999 22 36
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Slide 24 Habitat Associations of Cerulean 
Warblers

Scale Description
regional, 

physiographic
forest type, 

topographic, 
edaphic, 

successional stage, 
tree species and size, 

nest vicinity, and 
nest microsite
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Breeding rangewide and regional
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Breeding habitats

• Mature hardwood forests
• Primarily in Central Hardwoods Region
• Nests in great variety of tree species
• Forest-interior species
• Associated in some way with forest 

disturbance
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Forest type

• Eyre (1980) lists 49 Eastern forest cover types

• Cerulean Warblers have been confirmed to nest 
in nominate tree species of 33

• Forest cover type use is selective within a 
locality

• Forest cover type use varies across localities
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Successional stage

• Cerulean Warblers occur in areas 
dominated by sawtimber sized trees

• Dominant trees may be 
– Shade Intolerant, pioneer species 
– Shade Tolerant, later successional species

• But they are always big trees

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

Slide 29 
Meeman Shelby Forest Grid Point XV
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Forest Managers in the 
Central Hardwoods are 
the Primary Stewards of 

Cerulean Warbler 
Breeding Habitat
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Jennifer Baldy, Univ. Memphis, 2005 thesis
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These birds are mobile

• Genetic analysis indicates a single genetic 
population

• Dispersal from eastern to middle portion of the 
range within a single generation

• Adult dispersal from one breeding site to another 
determined from stable isotope analysis of 
feathers

• Radiotagged birds may move more than 1km in 
30 min, roost in varying locations from one day 
to the next
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Data lacking to test

• Is the breeding distribution of males and 
females independent of each other, 
representing separate habitat selection?

• Do males occur in “clusters” as a means to 
attract females to a common location –
social or habitat??

• How does nest-site selection represent 
tension between male and female 
precedence in choice of trees?
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Utter unknowns

• Post-breeding dispersal of young
• Plumages, signal value of each
• Age and sex related habitat segregation 

on nonbreeding period
• Migratory routes
• Habitat-specific demography
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Cerulean Warbler Technical Group

• Proactive
• ad hoc Group with open membership
• Formed in Knoxville, TN, in 2001
• Representation from all countries in the species’

range

• By bringing stakeholders together, seeks to 
develop conservation solutions through sound 
science, clear communication, and trust
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Slide 36 Cerulean Warbler Technical Group

Venezuela

Canada

Colombia
Colombia

EcuadorUSA

USA USA

USA

Some of the members present in 2002, Shepherdstown, WV
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Parting Request:Parting Request:

Photo © Roger Eriksson

Please consider our task as one of 
Producing rather than simply of Protecting 

these marvelous creatures

[Photo of Cerulean Warbler male]

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

UNPUBLISHED MATERIAL UNPUBLISHED MATERIAL

FOR DISTRIBUTION ONLY WITH JUNE 2006 CERULEAN WARBLER WORKSHOP PROCEEDINGS


