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               Status and Occurrence of Sprague’s Pipit (Anthus spragueii) in British Columbia. 

                                By Rick Toochin and Don Cecile. Submitted: April 15, 2018. 

 

Introduction and Distribution 

The Sprague’s Pipit (Anthus spragueii) is a passerine found primarily in native prairie habitat of 

the Northern Great Plains and is now a classified as a Threatened Species in much of its range 

due to loss of habitat to agriculture which limits available breeding areas (COSEWIC 2010). 

Approximately 60% of the global breeding population is found in Canada (COSEWIC 2010). The 

Sprague’s Pipit is a habitat specialist that needs large tracks of intact native grasslands for 

breeding (COSEWIC 2010). This species is typically associated with grazed native mixed-grass 

prairie in fair to excellent range condition with few shrubs (Dale 1983, Madden 1996, Davis 

2004c, Davis et al 1999b, Grant et al. 2004b, Lusk and Koper 2013). The general breeding 

success of Sprague's Pipits likely varies geographically, but it generally avoids over-grazed 

pastures (Maher 1973, Dale 1983, Prescott and Wagner 1996, Davis et al. 1999b). The Sprague’s 

Pipit is found in greatly reduced numbers in native grasslands that are invaded by non-native 

species (Wilson and Belcher 1989)  

 

In Canada, the Sprague’s Pipit is found breeding in south-eastern Alberta west to the Rocky 

Mountain foothills, and marginally within the Rocky Mountain region, and north to the Peace 

River, Barrhead and Bonnyville areas (Semenchuk 1992). This species ranges throughout 

southern Saskatchewan north to Turtleford, Prince Albert, and Shoal Lake, on the fringes of the 

southern Boreal region (Smith 1996b). The Sprague’s Pipit is also found in south-western 

Manitoba north to the Pas (ABBM 2017). 

 

In the United States, the Sprague’s Pipit is found breeding in portions of north and central 

Montana east of the Rocky Mountains (Skaar 2012), and throughout North Dakota, but is local 

or absent in the easternmost counties of the state (Stewart 1975b, Davies et al. 2017). This 

species also occurs very locally south to north and central South Dakota, where it has been 

recorded on a recent Breeding Bird Atlas in Perkins, Corson, Dewey, McPherson, and 

Pennington counties, but no nests have been found in the state since 1907 (S. Dakota Ornithol. 

Union 1991, Peterson 2012). The Sprague’s Pipit occurs as a very rare and local species east to 

north-western Minnesota, with recent summer records from Clay, Norman, and Polk counties 

(MBBA 2017).     
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The Sprague’s Pipit is a short to medium distance migrant between breeding grassland areas 

and wintering grounds in northern Mexico and the southern United States (COSEWIC 2010, 

Davis et al. 2014). Typically the Sprague’s Pipit is a solitary species, but can be found 

occasionally in loosely associated groups (Davis et al. 2014). This species is a diurnal migrant 

(Davis et al. 2014). The Sprague’s Pipit primarily migrates through the Great Plains states and 

the Prairie Provinces (Davis et al. 2014). It is rare or uncommon in the spring in Missouri and 

Nebraska and very rare in Wisconsin and Wyoming (Davis et al. 2014). 

 

The bulk of the population migrates in spring through the central Great Plains, primarily in April 

(Johnsgard 1980b, Robbins and Easterla 1992, Thompson and Ely 1992), arriving on the 

breeding grounds from the third week of April–mid-May in Saskatchewan (Maher 1973), and 

North Dakota (Stewart 1975b). Individual birds will occasionally linger on the wintering grounds 

until early May (Arvin 1982).  

 

In the fall, the Sprague’s Pipit occurs in habitat similar to breeding areas plus will use stubble 

and fallow fields, mostly of alfalfa, soybean, and wheat. It migrates through the central Great 

Plains from late September through early November (Johnsgard 1980b, Robbins and Easterla 

1992, Thompson and Ely 1992), arriving on wintering grounds from late September through 

November (Phillips et al. 1964a, Oberholser 1974c, Wood and Schnell 1984, James and Neal 

1986).  

 

The Sprague’s Pipit winters from south-central and south-eastern Arizona, southern New 

Mexico, Texas, southern Oklahoma, southern Arkansas, north-western Mississippi, and 

southern Louisiana, south into northern Mexico to Michoacán, Puebla, and Veracruz (Sibley 

2000, Howell and Webb 2010, Dunn and Alderfer 2011). This species is more common in 

southern Texas than in West Texas or Oklahoma (Grzybowski 1982). The Sprague’s Pipit is a 

regular, but uncommon winter visitor in Tennessee (Davis et al. 2014). It is thought to be 

regular in winter to Guerrero, Mexico based on a specimen record (Howell and Wilson 1990, 

Davis et al. 2014). This species is uniformly and widely distributed in the Chihuahuan Desert, 

but tends to be most abundant in the south-eastern portion and least abundant in the north 

(Pool et al. 2012). The Sprague’s Pipit is a rare and irregular winter visitor in north-western 

Florida (McNair 1998d), with rare and irregular early winter records from Alabama, Georgia, 

and Virginia (Davis et al. 2014). 

 

The Sprague’s Pipit is  considered a grassland specialist and occupies grasslands with high grass 

cover and low shrub cover (Macias-Duarte et al. 2009), although sparsely vegetated grassland 

(Desmond et al. 2005) and cultivated lands (Stevens et al. 2013) may also be used in some 

areas. In Mexico, pipit density was highest in grasslands with 80% grass cover, grass height 28 
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cm, and forbs 20 cm tall; shrub density negatively impacts density but not shrub height (Pool et 

al. 2012). In Texas, it is typically associated with grassland habitat where woody shrub canopy 

coverage < 50% (Igl and Ballard 1999). In s. Texas, it is associated with grassland with < 5% 

shrub and grass heights < 50 cm, although considered heavily grazed (Grzybowski 1982). 

 

The Sprague’s Pipit is a casual fall migrant in the eastern part of North America from the east 

coastal states of Maine, Massachusetts, Delaware, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and 

Florida. This species is a casual or rare in fall vagrant in Georgia (Am. Ornithol. Union 1998). This 

species has also been recorded as a casual vagrant in the Great Lakes region south through the 

Mississippi Basin with records from western Ontario, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi, 

Ohio Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin (Am. Ornithol. Union 1998). In the mid-west, out of range the 

Sprague’s Pipit is a casual, rare or uncommon vagrant in both spring and fall in Colorado, 

Missouri, Nebraska, New Mexico, Wisconsin and Wyoming (Am. Ornithol. Union 1998, Davis et 

al. 2014).  

 

Along the West Coast of North America, the Sprague’s Pipit is a rare to accidental vagrant. In 

California, this species a rare, but regular species with 106 accepted records by the California 

Bird Records Committee (Hamilton et al. 2007, Tietz and McCaskie 2017). The Sprague’s Pipit is 

no longer a review list species in California and was removed from the review list in 2008 

(Hamilton et al. 2007, Tietz and McCaskie 2017). This species is accidental in Oregon with 2 

accepted records by the Oregon Bird Records Committee (OFO 2016).  There are no accepted 

records for Washington State by the Washington Bird Records Committee (Wahl et al. 2005, 

WBRC 2016). In British Columbia, the Sprague’s Pipit is an accidental vagrant that has incredibly 

bred once in the interior of the Province (McConnell et al. 1993, Campbell et al. 1997, Toochin 

et al. 2014). 

 

Identification and Similar Species 

The identification of the Sprague’s Pipit is covered in all standard North American field guides. 

This is a small species measuring 16 cm in length, with a wingspan of 25 cm, and weighing 25 

grams (Sibley 2000, Dunn and Alderfer 2011). The Sprague’s Pipit is a ground-inhabiting 

passerine of open grasslands. The sexes look similar to each other. This species is stocky in 

shape, short-tailed and short-billed (Sibley 2000). The Sprague’s Pipit doesn’t bob its tail like 

other pipit species (Sibley 2000).  

 

Adults have buff and blackish streaking on the crown, nape, and upper-parts (Dunn and 

Alderfer 2011). The face is plain buffy with a pale eye-ring accentuating its large-eyed 

appearance (Dunn and Alderfer 2011). The chin, throat, and under-parts are whitish with finely 

streaked blackish on the breast (Sibley 2000). The breast and flanks are often faintly washed 
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with buff (Sibley 2000). The wings and tail are dark brown with 2 pale indistinct wing-bars and 

outer two rectrices are mostly white (Pyle 1997c). The bill is relatively slender, short, and 

straight with the upper mandible blackish, and the lower mandible pale with a blackish tip 

(Sibley 2000). The tarsus is yellow to pale pinkish-brown, relatively long with an elongated nail 

of hallux or hind claw (Davis et al. 2017). The entire body plumage has a more pronounced buff 

colouration in fresh Basic plumage during the fall and early winter, but buff feather edges on 

upper-parts are much reduced from wear during the summer months from June–August (Davis 

et al. 2017). 

 

Juvenile birds hold their plumage from July to November (Sibley 2000). Juvenile birds are similar 

to adults, but juveniles have thicker breast streaks, particularly towards the sides, and the 

lesser, median and greater coverts with tawny edging compared to white edging of adults 

(Sibley 2000).  

 

The Sprague’s Pipit is most similar in appearance to the American Pipit (Anthus rubescens) 

(Davis et al. 2017). This species is distinguished by buffy brown upper-parts with broad blackish 

streaking and not uniformly grayish or brownish (Davis et al. 2017). The ear coverts are pale 

buffy to whitish, not brown or gray, and not contrasting distinctly with throat (Sibley 2000). The 

legs are yellowish to pale pinkish-brown, not dark brown to blackish, with outermost 2 

rectrices, not just outermost rectrix R6, extensively white, and central rectrices (R1) tapered 

with wide edgings similar to upper tail coverts and contrasting with much darker and finely 

edged R2-R4 (Pyle 1997). The hind claw and toe longer than central toe and claw, and lower 

mandible pale contrasting with a dark upper mandible and the bill not entirely dark (Pyle 1997). 

 

Bill pattern and colour, rounded head, and large-eyed look reminiscent of Upland Sandpiper 

(Bartramia longicauda), which may create a different appearance to an American Pipit (Davis et 

al. 2017). When flushed, Sprague's typically rises in undulating flight; circling overhead while 

giving diagnostic song or single-syllable, squeaky squick call (Sibley 2000, Dunn and Alderfer 

2011). American Pipit found typically in wetter areas and occasionally seen perched on 

telephone wires, fences, and treetops while Sprague's would rarely be observed in these locales 

(Davis et al. 2017). Sprague's Pipit distinguished from other grassland passerines with white 

outer rectrices by slender shape, relatively narrow bill, and thin, high-pitched calls and songs 

(Davis et al. 2017). 

 

Occurrence and Documentation 

The Sprague’s Pipit is an accidental vagrant in British Columbia, but has bred successfully on 

one occasion with all records coming from the interior of the province (Toochin et al. 2014). 

This species is known to show up in eastern North America in appropriate habitat well out of 
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range during the breeding season and in migration which could explain why there are breeding 

records for 1 year at a specific location and none the next (COSEWIC 2010).  The first record for 

British Columbia was a breeding record of 2 nests found at the Kimberley Airport 18 km 

northeast of Kimberley, in the east Kootenay in the summer of 1959 (Campbell et al. 1997). 

Although Campbell et al. (1997) mention that the record was likely valid, they left it as a 

hypothetical based on the fact that there were details missing. It is included here as it does fit 

an overall pattern that Sprague’s Pipit occurrence follow and it may well be valid.  The second 

record for the province was an immature bird found by Shannon Hall, Ken Hall and John 

Toochin and seen subsequently by others on a grass patch of the Shore of Saskum Lake, north 

east of Barriere, in the Thompson Nicola region, on August 25, 1979 (J. Toochin Pers. Comm.). 

The next records involved breeding birds that were found by Ruth Van den Driesche and were 

seen and photographed by others at Becher’s Prairie 45km southwest Williams Lake (McConnell 

et al. 1993). There were several birds present with one breeding pair and a nest of 6 eggs 

located from May 17-July 21, 1991 (McConnell et al. 1993). The following year likely the same 

birds were re-found, but no nest was recorded in approximately the same area of Becher’s 

Prairie 45km southwest Williams Lake from May 12- June 26, 1992 (McConnell et al. 1993). 

Subsequent searches over the next few years failed to produce these birds (McConnell et al. 

1993). The sixth record for British Columbia was a singing male found by Mike and Sharon 

Toochin and was subsequently re-found by many other observers in good grassy habitat at the 

Fort Nelson Airport June 26-July 1, 2001 (Toochin et al. 2014). No breeding was confirmed on 

this record. Dunn and Alderfer (2011) show Sprague’s Pipit on the breeding range map as 

occurring in the Peace River of British Columbia. This could be true as this species does occur 

into nearby northern Alberta and there is a single record for the region. There are almost no 

observers in the region and it is a huge region. It is possible that there will be future records 

from this area and observers travelling to the Peace country in the breeding season should pay 

special attention for this species. The seventh record for British Columbia was of an immature 

bird found by Dean Nicholson at the irrigation fields in Cranbrook on September 15, 2002 

(Toochin et al. 2014). The bird was well observed in good habitat for the species (D. Cecile Pers. 

Comm.). The Sprague’s Pipit is possible anywhere in the dry interior where there is good Prairie 

habitat available. Like other prairie breeding species such as Chestnut-collared Longspur, 

McCown’s Longspur and Lark Bunting, the Sprague’s Pipit could occasionally occur in migration 

anywhere in the Province. Like most of the previous mentioned species the Sprague’s Pipit 

should be looked for from the third week of April–mid-May (Maher 1973), and as a territorial 

bird from late May through early July (COSEWIC 2010). Fall migrants should be watched for 

from September through early November (Johnsgard 1980b).  

 

Table 1: Records of Sprague’s Pipit for British Columbia: 

1.[2 nests] summer 1959: Kimberley Airport, east Kootenay (Campbell et al. 1997) 
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2.(1) immature August 25, 1979: John Toochin, Ken Hall, Mike Toochin, Rick Toochin, mobs: 
 Saskum Lake (Toochin et al. 2014) 
3.(2) m/f 6 eggs in nest May 17-July 21, 1991: Ruth Van den Driesche, mobs(photo) Becher’s 
 Prairie 45km sw Williams Lake, near Riske Creek (McConnell et al. 1993) 
4.(2) m/f  May 12- June 26, 1992: RVdD, mobs (photo) Becher’s Prairie 45km sw Williams Lake 
 near Riske Creek (McConnell et al. 1993) 
5.(1) m singing June 30-July 8, 1992: RVdD, mobs (photo) different bird same area of Becher’s 
 Prairie 45km sw Williams Lake (McConnell et al. 1993) 
6.(1) m singing June 26-July 1, 2001: Mike and Sharon Toochin, mobs: Fort Nelson Airport 
 (Toochin et al. 2014) 
7.(1) immature September 15, 2012: Dean Nicholson: Irrigation Fields, Cranbrook  
 (Toochin et al. 2014) 
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